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The British Press and Northern Ireland

Brian Hamilton-Tweedale

Summary

The study presented here focuses on the treatment accorded to
Northern Ireland by the British press since 1969.	 It argues that the
press has failed to provide the public with an impartial or meaningful
account of the conflict in the North, and explores some of the factors
that have contributed to this failure.

Chapter One outlines the primary functions that have been
ascribed to journalists and the press in democratic society, and
provides a standard against which press performance may be judged.
Chapter Two evaluates a range of commentaries on the British media's
reporting of Northern Ireland from Partition to the present day.
The study moves on to examine the debate over the media's
representation of "terrorism" and assesses the consequences of this
debate for the British media's reporting of Northern Ireland.
Chapter Four provides an account of the research methods employed in
the study and reflects on some of the practical problems encountered
during the course of the fieldwork.	 Chapter Five presents the
findings of a content analysis of the coverage accorded to civilian
assassinations by seven British and two Northern Irish newspapers
during a five week period in 1972.	 Chapter Six outlines the
development of the information services operated by the army and the
police, and describes how these forces have used their strategic
position as a news source to gain the edge in the propaganda war.
Picking up on some of the themes and issues raised in previous chapters,
Chapter Seven focuses on those involved in the production of news and
presents the findings of a series of interviews undertaken with
journalists in Belfast and London.	 The final chapter summarises the
principal findings of the study and reflects on the prospects of a
reversal in the present approach to the reporting of Northern Ireland
by the British press.
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INTRODUCTION

"A nation's understanding of any conflict its government has

become involved in", David Brazil has argued, "is inevitably determined

in the first instance by the information received from newspapers,

radio and television". 	 These new outlets, he continues, "form the

basic working material also for the historian and the importance, or at

least the significance,of the individual's reporting of the conflict

soon emerges as crucial to the widespread conception of the rights and

wrongs, the methods of the conflict in questiont.W

The case of Northern Ireland is no exception. 	 For almost two

decades now the British state has been involved in the most protracted

and violent conflict experienced by any European democracy since 191+5.

For the British public, the primary, if not the only, source of

information about this conflict and their state's role in it, has been

provided by the established media. 	 Unable to witness or experience at

first hand the conflict taking place less than fifty miles away across

the Irish Sea, the British people are heavily reliant upon the

broadcasting and print media not only to make them aware of events

taking place in the Six Counties, but also to provide them with the

contextual information needed if they are to fully comprehend the

significance of those events.

The level of political awareness in Britain about the conflict in

Northern Ireland, and the level of understanding about the social and

political factors that give rise to it, is of major political

significance.	 For, if the public is to play a meaningful role in

guiding and shaping government policy on Northern Ireland, over which

it has the ultimate veto, then this can only be on the basis of all the

information requisite to that task.

-1-
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Given the virtual monopoly that the press enjoys over the

dissemination of information on matters beyond the direct experience

of individuals, the responsibility this places on the press and

journalists who work for it in their reporting of Northern Ireland is

considerable.	 Nevertheless, it is a responsibility which, in public

at least, British journalists have not only accepted, but have actively

claimed.	 Over the course of several centuries, the British press has

evolved a definition of itself as a vital organ of public enlightenment;

it has taken upon itself a responsibility to provide its readers with

all the information necessary for them to make basic and informed

judgements on political policy in their capacity as voting citizens of

a democracy.	 For journalists and newspapers to adequately perform such

a role, they would need to rigorously seek out, and give voice to, the

views and interpretations of all those whose actions have a bearing on

the conflict; they would need to present systematically,

comprehensively and impartially all the factors which underpin it, and,

above all, they would need to clarify the options open to the policy

makers and assess how well the course they are steering is working out.

Anything less than this would be to deny the public the information it

requires if it is to participate in a rational and informed discussion

as to how the situation in the North can best be resolved.

Ordinary people have a vital interest in how well journalists and

the press perform this role.	 Since the imposition of Direct Rule in

1972, successive Labour and Conservative administrations have ruled over

the North in the name of the British people. 	 Furthermore, through

their taxes, the British people have shouldered the financial burden of

the British military and political presence in the Six Counties. 	 Thus,

while the British public may not be directly responsible for the

violence on the streets of Belfast and Derry, Britain collectively

bears a degree of' responsibility for the background against which this
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violence takes place. 	 In the light of these factors, it would be hard

to	 that the British public does not, thus, have a right to be

kept informed as to the nature and the impact of the policies being

implemented in its name.

The primary objective of this study is to assess how well the

British press, and those who work for it, have dispensed with their

responsibility to provide an objective, comprehensive and impartial

account of' the Northern Ireland conflict since 1969.

Chap ter contents

The way in which the social and political role of' the press has

been perceived, the expectations that readers have of newspapers, and

the values, beliefs and functions by reference to which journalists both

define and legitimate their role in the news process, have all undergone

substantial modification since the arrival of the first newspapers in

the early seventeenth century.	 Developments in newspapers technology,

improvements in communications, and in particular the advent of the

telegraph and shorthand, are just some of the factors that have helped

shape the activity of journalism as we presently know it. 	 Chapter One

provides an historical overview of the changing nature of' the press from

its origins in the early seventeenth century to its apotheosis into the

Fourth Estate in the late nineteenth century.	 Isolating as it does the

primary functions that have been ascribed to journalists and the press in

democratic society by liberal free press theorists, the primary purpose

of this chapter is to provide a standard against which the performance

of the British press in its reporting of Northern Ireland may be judged.

Chapter Two draws together and evaluates a range of' existing

commentaries on the role and performance of the British media in their

reporting of Northern Ireland prior to and since 1968.	 Generally

speaking, the material examined in this chapter emanates from three
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principal sources, each with its own particular frame of reference, and

each with its own particular view of the key issues raised by the

British media's reporting of the Irish conflict: from academics of

various critical leanings whose primary concern has been to evaluate

the coverage given to Northern Ireland and the factors that help shape

it; from counter-insurgency "experts" and conservative academics, whose

primary concern has been to formulate information strategies designed to

prevent newspapers and television from acting as channels for "terrorist"

propaganda; and from journalists at various levels of the news process,

whose primary concern has been with the practical and political problems

of reporting an ongoing and violent conflict involving their own nation

state.	 Taking each of these sources separately, Chapter Two assesses

the contributions they have made to our understanding of how Northern

Ireland has been reported by the British media.

Chapter Three broadens the focus of the study and addresses itself

to the wider debate over the relationship between the media and

"terrorism".	 Since the late l960s, the debate over the media's

representation of violence in general, and political violence in

particular, has been elevated to a highly ideological plane. 	 Drawing

upon arguments about the social and political effects of media

representations of violence and violent conflict, which at best

constituted a series of tentative hypotheses rather than empirically

validated facts, a small group of' counter-insurgency "experts" have

provided both the terms of reference and the intellectual backing for

a concerted attack on the autonomy of broadcasting and the press.

Chapter Three begins by examining the key assumptions underlying this

debate, and the continuing controversy that surrounds them, before

proceeding to assess its consequences for the British media's reporting

of anti-state violence in.general, and Irish political violence in

particular.
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Before proceeding to examine the coverage accorded to Northern

Ireland by the British press and the factors that help shape it,

Chapter Four provides an account of the methodological approaches

employed in the study, and reflects on some of the practical problems

encountered during the course of the fieldwork.

Chapter Five presents the findings of a content analysis of the

coverage accorded to civilian assassinations by seven British and two

Northern Irish newspapers during a five week period in 1972.	 It argues

that, despite the number of civilian assassinations during the period

studied, and the likely impact of these killings on the two communities,

the British press generally failed to provide its readership with the

information or the analysis necessary for it to arrive at a meaningful

understanding of this particular form of inter-communal violence, or the

social and political factors which underpin it.

Since 1969, the British army and the Royal Ulster Constabulary

have been both major participants to the Irish conflict and, at the

same time, major sources of information about it. Chapter Six examines

how journalists have sought to resolve this potential conflict of

interests, and assesses the consequences of this for the day to day

reporting of political violence. 	 It argues that since 1969 the

relationship between journalists and the information services operated

by the army and the RUC has evolved through three quite distinct phases

which, it is suggested, correspond to, and indeed reflect, the changing

military and political goals of the British state. 	 It describes how,

following an initial period of consolidation, the army was to set in

train a sophisticated policy of news management and misinformation which

was to give them a strategic edge in the propaganda war.

Picking up on some of the themes and issues raised in previous

chapters, Chapter Seven focuses on those involved in the production of
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news and presents the findings of a series of interviews undertaken

with journalists in Belfast and London.	 The primary purpose of this

chapter is to establish what it is about the way journalists approach

the routine task of newsgathering that helps make news about Northern

Ireland the way it is. 	 Together with providing an historical overview

of how reporting conditions have changed since 1969, Chapter Seven can

be read as an answer to the following questions:

What are the staple sources of information for journalists

working in Northern Ireland and how do these sources help

shape what emerges as news?

How are such concepts as "news-value", "objectivity" and

"impartiality" applied on a daily basis by journalists,

and how does their application influence the selection

and presentation of news?

What is the nature of the relationship between journalists

and their news desk, and how does this relationship

influence the journalists' approach to newsgathering?

How much autonomy do journalists enjoy on a daily basis to

determine the selection and presentation of news about

Northern Ireland and what are the effective limits to this

autonomy?

Chapter Eight draws the threads together and reflects on the

prospects for a reversal in the present approach to the reporting of

Northern Ireland by the British media.

Notes

Brazil, D.	 "War Reporting", The British Media and

Ireland, Truth the First Casual

Information on Ireland, London,

1979, p 1•



CHAPTER 1

Democracy and the Press: The Fourth Estate Thesis

The history of the British press from the late seventeenth century

to the mid-nineteenth century, as recorded in a number of standard

histories, is largely a story of glorious victories: over the licensing

system, over the right to report parliament, over the freedom to report

the affairs of' state without fear of prosecution, and over the newspaper

duties.	 These victories and their dates have provided many historians

of the period with a series of chronological reference points by which

to chart the emergence of a politically "free" and economically

independent press.	 Nowhere was this conception of the historical

development of the British press more vigorously expressed than in the

writings of Henry Reeve. 	 Writing in 1855, the year in which the tax

that had been imposed on the British press for the best part of 150

years was finally repealed, Reeve described the press as the tgreatest

fact" of the age.	 In a style typical of much writing on the press in

the nineteenth century, Reeve was to write:

In common with everything of signal strength, Journalism
is a plant of slow and gradual growth.	 The Fourth
Estate, like the Third Estate, has reached its present
dimensions and its actual power from slight beginnings,
by continuous accretions, and through a long course of
systematic and unremitting encroachments. 	 Of a far more
modern date than the other estates of the realm, it has
overshadowed and surpassed them all.	 It has created
the want which it supplies.	 It has obtained paramount
influence and authority partly by assuming them, but
still more by deserving them. 	 Of all puissances in the
political world, it is at once the mightiest, the most
irresponsible, the best administered, and the least
misused.	 And, taken in its history, position, and
relations, it is unquestionably the most grave, noticeable,
formidable phenomenon - the "greatest fact" - of our times.

(1)

According to Reeve, the press of the mid-nineteenth century owed

its influence to three factors: ittO the special value of the functions

-7-
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it exercises; to the remarkable talent with which it is habitually

conducted; and to the generally high and pure character which it

maintains". 
(2)	

In what was to be a classic statement on the role and

social significance of the press, Reeve went on to outline what he

considered to be the essential functions performed by the press in

democratic society:

In the first place, it is a necessary portion, complement,
and guardian of free institutions.	 In a country where
the people - i.e. the great mass of the educated classes -
govern, where they take the ceaseless and paramount
interest in public affairs which is at once the inseparable
symptom and the surest safeguard of political and civil
liberty, where, in a word, they are the participating
citizens, not passive subjects, of the state, - it is of
the most essential consequence that they should be
furnished from day to day with the materials for informing
their minds and enlightening their judgement.	 II' they
are in any degree to control, to guide, to stimulate the
administration, they must, as far as possible, become
qualified to do so. 	 They need, therefore, to be kept
au courant of all transactions and events which bear upon
the interests or credit of their country.

Though it was to be a further six years before the final vestige

of governmental control over the press - the Paper Duty - was to be

repealed, the abolition of the tax on newspapers in 1855 was, for those

who fought for its repeal, the end of a long and bitter struggle - the

press had finally shaken off the heavy hand of government and was now,

at least technically, free.

The newspaper of the mid-nineteenth century, so lauded by Reeve

and many of his contemporaries, was without doubt the child of a slow

and difficult birth. 	 Ever since Caxtori first brought the art of

printing to England in 1476, the press has been viewed by the state and

the ruling-classes as a dangerous instrument of subversion to be

smashed if possible, controlled, intimidated and persecuted if not.

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in particular, were to witness
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a rapid extension in the state's control over the press as a succession

of Tudor and Stuart monarchs built up a comprehensive and complex

system of control and regulation in an effort to check public opinion

at source. 4	The principal instruments for controlling the press

during this period were the Stationers' Company, which regulated the

printing trade through a system of special "permits" or "patents"; the

licensing system, which required that published works in certain

specific areas such as religion and politics be submitted for prior

examination by representatives of the state - usually the Archbishop

of Canterbury and the Bishop of London; and the laws of treason and

seditious libel)

Though the system of control and regulation established during

this period was to be both more repressive and more ruthlessly enforced

than any subsequent system, as a means of controlling and limiting the

spread and influence of printing it was to prove ineffective. 	 Once

the genie of printing was out of the bottle, even the most repressive

legislation, ruthlessly backed up by the state, was incapable of

putting it back.	 The social, political and religious forces which the

system of' control over the press was designed to contain could at best

be stalled; they could not be stopped - least of all, as Curran has

rightly pointed out, by a state so ill-equipped for the task:

Direct censorship of the printed word in Britain was
never fully effective.	 Even during the period of' the
most systematic repression under the early Stuart
monarchy when the offending authors could be publically
whipped, their faces branded, their nostrils slit, and
their ears chopped off (on alternative weeks allowing
for recuperation), the absence of modern law enforcement
agencies prevented the effective control of print
the state lacked the sophisticated apparatus necessary
to control production, monitor output, regulate
distribution, stop the import of prohibited material and
neutralize or destroy dissident elements in society -
essential if coercive censorship were to be effective.

(6)
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In the late seventeenth century the system for regulating the

press which had been built up over the preceding 180 years was subjected

to strains and stresses which it could scarcely withstand, and

ultimately, under the combined pressure of religious, political and

trade interests, it collapsed.

Controlling the Press Phase Two: The "Taxes on Knowledge"

In the period immediately following the demise of the licensing

system in 1695, the future of the press looked secure. 	 Stimulated by

the absence of control, newspaper production expanded and, by the end

of the opening decade of the eighteenth century, twenty papers of two

or four pages were appearing weekly, twice-weekly, and in one case

daily in London a1one. 7	This expansion, though at a much slower

rate, was also being repeated in the provinces with the development of

a weekly press.	 Two weekly papers were established in the period

1695-1701; eight in 1701-10; nine in l7ll_20.(8)	 When judged in

terms of its content the press during this period, and in particular

the daily press such as it was, took few, if any, liberties with its

new-found freedom. 	 The pioneer of daily journalism, the

Daily Courant established in 1702, was scarcely a threat to the

established order.	 Ignoring completely political events on its own

doorstep, the Daily Courant, like many of the earlier newsbooks,

confined itself to reprinting extracts from continental news-sheets.

Home news, such as it was, was tailored almost exclusively to the

needs and concerns of the commercial middle-classes: lists of

imports and exports, dealings in stocks, lists of bankruptcies,

together with a small body of commercial advertisements.9

The era of freedom ushered in by the collapse of the licensing
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system, however, was to prove shortlived; the growing popularity of

newspapers, particularly among the working-class, was enough to

reactivate old fears among the ruling-classes of the potentially

subversive nature of the press.'°	 Fearful of what might happen if

newspaper reading became general, and backed up by an increasingly

overcrowded printing trade, Parliament again toyed with the idea of

(11)
licensing.	 Though attempts to resuscitate some form of direct

control over the press were to prove unsuccessful, it was obvious that

the climate of opinion within Parliament was again in favour of control.

It was against this background of expanding newspaper production

and ruling-class fear that Parliament revealed its new strategy for

controlling the press.	 In 1712, against a background of war, the

first of a series of Stamp Acts (10 Anne, cap. 18) was introduced by

Lord Bolingbroke.	 The Act, which was to set the pattern of

governmental control over the press for the next 150 years, contained

four provisions affecting the press: a tax on newspapers and pamphlets

(initially levied atid. per sheet but progressively increased to L+d.

a copy by 1815); a tax on advertisements (initially set at is. per

advertisement carried but increased to the prohibitive level of 3s. 6d.

by 1815); an excise duty on paper; and the requirement that all

newspapers bear the name and address of the publisher (for ready

identification) and be registered at the Stamp Office - failure to

comply incurred a penalty of £20 together with the loss of all

copyrights.2

The principal aim of this new strategy as it evolved from 1712

onwards, was not to destroy the press, for if properly controlled,

newspapers could be used to secure support for government policies,

but to neutralize its potential as an instrument of dissent. 	 Simply
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conceived as it was, the strategy of controlling the press through

fiscal means rather than through direct censorship and control, had the

advantage of killing several birds with the same stone: by

artificially inflating the cost of newspapers the tax would place the

price of the press beyond the means of the working-class and, by

pushing up the cost of publishing and thereby making it difficult to

operate newspapers at a profit, restrict newspaper ownership to the

"respectable" middle- and upper-classes. 	 This latter aim was further

served by the establishment of a security system in 1819 which, in an

attempt to exclude "pauper" management, required the payment of

substantial security bonds - £300 in London and £200 in the provinces.

It was widely believed at the time that the increased costs imposed

by the 1712 Act would lead to the financial collapse of the press.

Writing in the Spectator in August, 1712, Joseph Addison predicted that

the press would sink under the "Weight of the Stamp":

This is the Day on which many eminent Authors will
probably Publish their Last Words.	 I am afraid that
few of our Weekly Historians, who are Men that above
all delight in War, will be able to subsist under the
Weight of the Stamp, and an approaching Peace.
A Sheet of Blank Paper that must have this new
imprimatur clapt upon it, before it is qualified to
Communicate anything to the Publick, will make its way
in the World but very heavily. 	 In short, the
Necessity of carrying a Stamp, and the Improbability
of notifying a Bloody Battle, will, I am afraid, both
concur to the sinking of those thin Folios, which
have every Day retailed to us the History of Europe
for several years past. (13)

In the event, Addison's obituary was to prove somewhat premature.

The tax did claim its victims, but the collapse anticipated by Addison

was to be neither complete nor permanent. 	 In London at least five

papers were suspended due to the impost while a similar number were

able to survive the Act by raising their retail price from ld. to lid.

(14)
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The effect of the tax on the provincial press was more severe with at

least seven weekly papers closing.

In the short term the 1712 Act served only to retard temporarily

the circulation of those papers that survived its enactment; in the

long term it did little to reverse the rising demand for newspapers:

The forces seeking expression through an expansion
of the press were too strong. 	 Trade was increasing
and with it the size and power of the commercial
classes.	 The development of industrialisation made
necessary a more educated artisan class.	 Population
rose: by the end of the century it was to be nine
million compared with five and a quarter at the
beginning.	 Everywhere the habit of newspaper reading
was increasing.	 Within forty years the circulation
figures anxiously noted by Queen Anne's Ministers had
trebled. (16)

Even had the legislation been tightly drafted and rigorously

enforced, and it was neither, it is unlikely that the 1712 Act would

have succeeded in destroying the press.	 As it was, inadequate drafting

left a number of loopholes which newspaper proprietors were quick to

exploit, and within months of becoming law, the new strategy was already

in a state of some disrepair.	 By failing to allow for papers of more

than one sheet, the Act opened the way for the extended newspaper

registered as a pamphlet and paying a lower duty. 	 Newspaper

proprietors were not slow in exploiting this loophole and by 1713

evasion of the duty was widespread. 8	Moreover, though this defect

in the Act was immediately apparent, no action was taken to remedy it

until 1725 when a new Stamp Act (11 George 1, cap. 8. 1725) applied the

existing legislation to all newspapers regardless of their length.

Indeed, the ability of the publishers to identify and exploit

inadequacies in the legislation was to be a consistent feature of the

Newspaper Duties from 1712 onwards, necessitating the periodic closure

of loopholes and the strengthening of law enforcement measures.9
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As a strategy for controlling the spread and influence of the press,

the "taxes on knowledge" were to prove even less effective than the

systems of control which preceded it. 	 Despite successive increases in

the level of taxation, and the resulting increased price of the stamped

press, the demand for newspapers continued to grow throughout the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 20	Moreover, as a means of

neutralising the press as an instrument of political dissent, the

strategy of using fiscal controls had one significant flaw: its success

or failure depended upon the willingness of publishers to pay the duty.

For those newspapers that complied to the law, the effect of the taxes

was significant:

Only if denied the hope of economic independence could
the press be intimidated and bribed, changed from a
potentially dangerous instrument of public opinion
into the servant of Government and factions: a tamed
animal.	 Once tamed it became, as those bred for
freedom often do in captivity, sour and mangy. 	 As a
consequence the history of the press throughout most
of the eighteenth and early part of the nineteenth
centuries is mainly that of a journalism corrupted by
bribes and subsidies, usually partisan to the extreme,
mostly ill-conducted, almost always easily intimidated
and still more easily bought. (21)

Deprived of economic independence, large sections of the stamped

press became little more than the chattel of those wealthy enough to

afford its services, and throughout much of the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries journalism became a synonym for corruption,

dishonesty, and political intrigue.22

The paradox of the "taxes on knowledge tt , however, was that, by

closing off one potential source of political dissent by emasculating

the stamped press, it stimulated the development of another far more

subversive source - the radical unstamped press. 23	Produced,

financed, distributed, and espousing the class interests of the
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working-class, during the l830s the radical press was to have a

significant impact on working-class culture and politics. 	 According

to Curran, the radical press played an important part in promoting

directly and indirectly the growth of working-class political and

industrial organisations; eroded passive adherence to the existing

social order; helped foster a sense of corporate class consciousness

among the working-class; undermined normative support for the social

order by challenging the legitimacy of' the political and economic

institutions on which it was based; and, by reflecting the

perspectives of the vanguard of the working-class movement, profoundly

influenced the attitudes and beliefs of large numbers of working-class

(24)
people.

Addressing a House of Commons debate on the Newspaper Duties in

1832, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, a central figure in the anti-tax movement,

isolated the paradoxical effect of the taxes as being in itself

sufficient to justify their abolition.	 Attacking those who opposed a

reduction in the level of taxation, Bulwer-Lytton observed:

Did Honourable Members know the class of publications
thus suffered to influence the opinions of their fellow
countrymen? ... were they not aware that some of them
struck at the very root of property, talked of the
injustice of paying rent, insisted on the unanimous
seizure of all lands in the kingdom, declared that there
was no moral guilt in the violation of law, and even
advocated assassination itself.	 Thus, then, it was
clear that the stamp duty did not prevent the
circulation of dangerous doctrines.	 It gave them, on
the contrary, by the interest which the mere risk of
prosecution always begets in the popular mind, a value,
a weight, and a circulation, which they could not
otherwise acquire. (25)

In Buiwer-Lytton's view, and it was one shared by many of the key

figures in the middle-class opposition to the taxes, the high price of

the "respectable" press was a major obstacle to winning the
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working-class over to the virtues of capitalism. 	 By supporting the

"taxes on knowledge" Buiwer-Lytton complained, "you sell the poison for

(26)
a penny, and the antidote at seven pence".	 In the long term this,

rather than any other argument, was to prove the most decisive factor

in bringing about the end of the "taxes on knowledge")27

The historical significance of the "taxes on knowledge" however,

lies not in whether or not they were successful in their intended aim,

but rather in the ideological legacy which those who fought against them

were to bequeath coritemporarypress theory.	 For, during the course of

the campaign which was to be waged against these taxes, a series of

concepts first propounded by Puritan and non-conformist thinkers as a

defence against religious intolerance, were to be revived and utilised

by eighteenth and nineteenth century radicals in a concerted attack

against governmental control over the press. 	 During the course of

this attack, a theory of the press was to be developed which even to-day,

nearly two centuries later, remains the most cogent theory as to the

role and social significance of the press in liberal democratic society,

and remains one of the clearest statements as to the proper

relationship between the press, the state and the people.

Stated briefly, the Fourth Estate, or free press theory, as it is

more commonly known, posits a historical link between the development

of a free press and the development and maintenance of a politically

free society.	 According to advocates of this theory, the emergence of

a press free from state control from the late nineteenth century onwards,

formed part of a much wider process of political change in British

society - the movement away from government by divine right or

government by inheritance, to a form of government which derived its

ultimate authority from the will of the people.	 The emergence of a



-17-

press free from state control, economically independent, and acting as

a forum of public opinion, supporters of the theory have argued, did

not simply reflect the movement towards greater individual freedom,

social justice, and participant democracy; it was an indispensable and

chronological corollary of it.	 According to Herd:

A free Press has made possible the realisation of
the ideal of government by the people in this and
other countries; a fearless, critical free Press
is the one indispensable safeguard to ensure the
survival of democracy in the present dangerous
crisis of civilization. (28)

This conceptualisation of the role of the press in the development

and maintenance of democratic society has been a dominant and recurring

theme in many historical studies on the British press.	 According to

this perspective, as well as servicing the economic system by bringing

together the buyers and sellers of goods through the medium of

advertising and providing entertainment, the rise of an independent

press helped democratize British political institutions by exposing

them to the full blast of public opinion; facilitated the emergence of

a rational and informed electorate by acting as a channel for the flow

of ideas and information; acted as both a "watchdog" over, and a check

on, the abuse of governmental power by bringing to public attention

instances of corruption, waste and incompetence; functioned as a

counter-balance to concentrations of power brought about by economic

inequality; and, by facilitating the flow of information between

political institutions and the people, acted as an essential link

between the state and its citizens.(29)	 The nineteenth century writer

Frederick Grimke neatly encapsulated this theory when he wrote that

the press:
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is a component part of the machinery of free
government.	 There would be an inconsistency, then,
in arguing whether it should be free. 	 It is the
organ of public opinion, and the great office which
it performs is to effect the redistribution of power
throughout the community.	 It accomplishes this
purpose by distributing knowledge and diffusing a
common sympathy among the great maof the
population. (30)

Despite the criticisms that have been levelled against the Fourth

Estate theory, and, as we shall see below, there have been many, the

notion that the press has a unique and specific responsibility for the

shaping of ideas and the formation of public policies, and exercises, or

ought to exercise, a beneficent power separate from, and morally

superior to, that of government has, from the mid-nineteenth century

onwards, been established as part of orthodox thinking on the role of

the press in liberal democratic society. 	 Indeed, so entrenched has

this conception of the press become that, in the late twentieth century,

it is rare to find an analysis of the British press which does not at

some stage or other address itself to the political role of the press -

even if it is only to observe that it is not performing this role as

well as it might.

Even the advent of television, which nightly attracts audiences

for news bulletins greater than the total circulation of the national

daily press put together, has done little to erode the dominant

conception of the British press as a vital element in the dialogue

of democracy:

Although it is fashionable to play down the influence
of the press and be mesmerised instead by the millions
that watch television, newspapers exert a huge influence
on the debate of democracy. 	 This influence radiates
out from the quality press. 	 The subjects it plays up
in the news, the issues it selects, the comment it
makes on public personalities, they all filter into the
popular press and on television and shape our lives and
the decisions which affect them. (32)
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Nowhere is this concept of the press and its role in the

democratic process more deeply entrenched than within the profession of

journalism itself.	 Almost two centuries after they were first

formulated, two of the central concepts of' the Fourth Estate theory -

the notion of journalists as the "watchdog" of government, and the

public's right and need to be kept informed if they are meaningfully to

participate in the decision-making process - continues to provide

journalists with the clearest definition of' their professional role and

the central legitimation for that role. 	 In 1971, Sir Charles Curran,

former Director General of the BBC, echoing the words of Henry Reeve

over a century earlier, described the role of the broadcaster in the

following terms:

We have a responsibility ... to provide a rationally
based and balanced service of news which will enable
adult people to make basic judgments about political
policy in their capacity as voting citizens of a
democracy ... we have to add to this basic supply of
news a service of contextual comment which will give
understanding as well as information.	 The moral
responsibility of the broadcaster here is not simply
to keep the ring open for all opinion but to see
that everybody has a chance to appear in it.

The Fourth Estate theory not only provides us with a particular

way of understanding the role of the press in democratic society, but

perhaps equally as important, it also oi'feus a standard against which

its performance of that role may be judged.	 This chapter examines the

central principles of the theory as they have evolved from the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to the present day. 	 No attempt is

made to provide a detailed account of the struggle that was waged

against the "taxes on knowledge" since this material is already

(34)
available in a number of' standard histories. 	 Nor is any attempt

made to examine or evaluate competing theories as to the role and

social significance of the press in advanced capitalist society, as it
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would not be possible to do justice to such theories within the scope

of a single chapter.	 Instead, this, the first chapter in the thesis,

has two main aims.	 First, to isolate the key theoretical principles

which underpin the Fourth Estate theory, and by reference to which

journalists seek to legitimate their claim to perform a vital function

in the democratic process. 	 And, secondly, by isolating these

principles, provide a coherent theoretical standard against which the

performance of the British press in its coverage of Northern Ireland

may be judged.

Underlying assumptions

The democratic doctrine of freedom of speech and of the
press, whether we regard it as a natural and inalienable
right or not, rests upon certain assumptions. 	 One of
these is that men desire to know the truth and will be
disposed to be guided by it. 	 Another is that the sole
method of' arriving at the truth in the long run is by the
free competition of opinion in the open market. 	 Another
is that, since men will invariably differ in their
opinions, each man must be permitted to urge freely and
even strenuously, his own opinion, provided he accords
others the same right.	 And the final assumption is that
from this mutual toleration and comparison of diverse
opinions the one that seems most rational will emerge and
be generally accepted.

Though the struggle against the "taxes on knowledge" in the

nineteenth century was conducted on many different fronts and by

groups motivated and representing different class interests, the

theory that was to emerge from this struggle was essentially a liberal

construct.	 Not only was the struggle against governmental control

over the press (which was simply one front in the wider struggle of

the middle-classes against aristocratic authority and hierarchy)

largely waged in the rhetoric of' liberalism, but liberalism also

provided the Fourth Estate theory with its intellectual, political and

economic framework.	 Indeed, as Siebert among others has pointed out,
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in order to understand the principles governing the role of the press

in democratic society, one needs to understand the basic philosophy of

liberalism s it developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

(36)

Stated briefly, the principles of liberal philosophy, as with

any other philosophy, are based on the answers to questions about the

nature of man, the nature of society and man's relation to it, and the

nature of knowledge and truth.

The classical liberal model of society, as developed over the

period 1650-1850, was a model, in its essentials, of the free play of

individuals leading ultimately to social progress, harmony and

equilibrium.	 Man, according to liberal philosophy, was a rational

being capable of' organising the world around him and making decisions

which advanced his own interest.	 In the long run the aggregate of

these individuals' decisions, each taken as rationally as possible in

pursuit of individual self-interest, would, liberals argued, advance

the general cause of civilization.

The liberal view of society and the state was also heavily

influenced by the belief that man was naturally the sole proprietor of

his own person, capacity and destiny. 	 As Manning observes, in its

earlier phases, from Locke to Mill, "liberalism treats the individual

as prior to society as a historical and philosophical concept. 	 Many

liberals assert that society is not more than the sum total of its

members whose rights or interests its institutions are properly

concerned to protect".	 This view, that man existed prior to

society, was also to provide the key rallying cry in the wider liberal

struggle against the old order of status, privilege and hierarchy -

the claim to natural rights and the assertion that all men were

inherently equal.
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Although men "contracted" into society in order to remedy the

defects of life outside it - the "state of nature" - they entered into

this contract already possessed of certain fundamental or natural

rights.	 Given that these rights were anterior to those given to them

by society, society could neither take them away or abridge them.

Within this perspective, the desirability of society and its

institutions was evaluated in terms of the degree of' freedom it

allowed its citizens in their sociRl, political and economic

activities.	 As Siebert has observed:

Many adherents of liberalism cast a nostalgic eye
at man in a state of nature where he was unencumbered
by much of the paraphernalia of civilization.
Although society undoubtedly can contribute much to
the well-being of' man, at the same time protections
should be found against the tendency of society to
take over the major role and become an end in itself.
The philosophers of liberalism emphatically deny that
the state is the highest expression of human endeavour,
although they admit with some hesitancy that the state
is a useful and even necessary instrument.	 The state
exists as a method of providing the individual with a
milieu in which he can realize his own potentialities.
When it fails to further this end, it becomes a
handicap which should be either abolished or
drastically modified.	 Liberal philosophy does not
accept the proposition that a society becomes a
separate entity of' greater importance than the
individual members which comprise it. (38)

The liberal theory of the nature of knowledge and truth also

gives paramount importance to the individual whose consciousness is

viewed as the absolute origin of all knowledge.

The libertarian theory of knowledge and truth strongly
resembles the theological doctrines of early Christianity.
The power to reason was God-given just as the knowledge
of' good and evil was God-given.	 With such an inheritance
from his Maker, man could achieve an awareness of the
world around him through his own efforts. 	 On this
foundation, the libertarians built a superstructure which
differed drastically from that developed by the
philosophers of the Middle Ages.	 Man's inheritance
became less important and his individual ability to solve
the problems of the universe more obvious. 	 Reason was to
act upon the evidence of' the senses, not as in earlier
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times after all authority had been exhausted, but as the
only way to find an authoritative explanation ... The
conception that there is one basic unassailable and
demonstrable explanation for natural phenomena as
developed by mechanistic experimentation and observation
became the model upon which libertarian philosophers
proceeded to generalize in all areas of' knowledge.
Although the path to truth might lie through a morass of
argument and dispute, that which lay at the end of the
path was definite, provable and acceptable to
rational men.

It was these central assumptions about the social priority of

the individual in social, political and economic matters, their

ability to use their powers of reasoning in the pursuit of truth and

self-interest, and the concept of natural rights, that were to provide

the philosophical basis for the Fourth Estate theory.

Basic principles

The basic and original argument for a free press is the same as

that for any freedom of expression of' idea. 	 And though it long

predates John Milton, it was perhaps most eloquently and persuasively

expressed by him.	 The immediate occasion for Milton's interest in

the liberty of the press was the difficulties he faced with the

Stationers' Company over his pamphlet on divorce. 	 In Areopagitica,

published in 1644, Milton laid out a case against preventive

censorship which, though largely neglected at the time, was to

influence the thinking of successive generations of' liberals in the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Milton's opposition to censorship was based partly on the ground

of free will, and partly on the ground that it retarded rather than

advanced the cause of' truth and progress. 	 He argued first, that

mistaken censorship might result in the irremediable loss of an

element of truth, and that only continual debate could safeguard

against this danger.	 Secondly, that with censorship men were more
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likely to make mistakes, because truth could only be properly

distinguished by comparison with evil:

what wisdom can there be to choose, what continence
to forbear, without knowledge of evil? ... I cannot
praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue unexercised
and unbreathed, that never sallies out and seeks her
adversary, but slinks out of the race, where that
immortal garland is to be run, not without heat
and dust.(40)

Thirdly, that as truth is always stranger than falsehood, censorship

did it a disservice by denying it the opportunity of' proving its

strength in open competition:

And though all the winds of doctrine were let loose
to play upon the earth, so truth be in the field, we
do injuriously by licensing and prohibiting to misdoubt
her strength ... who ever knew truth put to the worse,
in free and open encounter?	 Her confuting is the best
and surest suppressing ... For who knows not that truth
is strong, next to the Almighty; she needs no policies,
nor stratagems, nor licensing to make her victorious;
those are the shifts and the defences that error uses
against her power: give her but room, and do not bind
her when she sleeps. (41)

Fourthly, that rather than procuring any good, preliminary

censorship could in the long term prove harmful.	 The requirement

that written works be submitted for prior examination would paralyse

research and discourage writers.	 Finally, and at the core of Milton's

argument, was his conviction that men must search for the truth because

rio truth could be regarded as sufficient for all time and it was not

enough to hold a belief on the grounds of tradition or convention:

Truth is compared in scripture to a streaming fountain;
if her waters flow not in a perpetual progression, they
sicken into a muddy pool of conformity and tradition

if Ca man] believes things only because his master
says so ... though his belief be true, yet the very
truth he holds becomes his heresy. (42)

In seeking to deprive men of' their right to choose between good

and evil, truth and falsehood, preliminary censorship, Milton contended
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also deprived them of their intellectual independence. 	 For without

the right to choose, and the right to make their own mistakes, men

could never be truly independent:

Many there be that complain of divine Providence
suffering Adam to transgress. Foolish tongues!
when God gave him reason, he gave him freedom to
choose, for reason is but choosing; he had else
been an artificial Adam as he is in motions.

As a principle relating to the proper relationship between the

state and the press, the one advocated by Milton in the Areopagitica

was relatively simple: no attempt should be made by the state to

censor or prohibit written works in advance. 	 Lacking as it does the

prescriptive character associated with later free press theory, the

Areopagitica falls far short of being a comprehensive statement on the

liberty of the press.	 Nevertheless, it did bequeath to subsequent

press theorists two central and interrelated concepts, which, to this

day, continue to inform thinking about the nature and role of the press

in democratic society: the "open market of ideas" and the "self-

righting process".

The self-regulating market of ideas.

RAILMEN can take a lot of credit in this country for
a free press.	 It is because the railways normally
carry newspapers from end to end of the island overnight
that newspapers enjoy the large sales which give them
the economic strength which delivers them from
government or party subsidy. 	 That function gives
railmen power - which certain Aslef members have been
trying to exercise, in their anger at a story in last
Friday's Sun about unconscientious engine drivers.
But it gives them no rights.	 If newspapers needed an
Aslef ticket before they travelled, control by a single
authority would be substituted for our present
comparative diversity.

Mr. Steven Fcrey, an Aslef branch secretary at King's
Cross, says he believes in the freedom of the press
except when it tells lies; what he sees as lies that is.
But this is a subjective, one-sided approach to the truth
which has nothing to do with press freedom. 	 What one



-26-

man sees as a lie another regards as the truth. 	 The
diversity of the press provides the way out of this
confusion.	 Impeding the spread of that diversity
damages press freedom and does the cause of the train
drivers no good whatsoever.

The concept of a "free market in ideas", though of an earlier date,

paralleled the liberal case for economic freedom.	 And during the first

half of the nineteenth century, the movement for the repeal of the

"taxes on knowledge" was integrated into the wider liberal campaign for

free trade.	 According to classical liberal theory, economic freedom

was embodied in the right of individual proprietors to pursue their

economic interests free from external interference.	 For the state to

interfere in the market to the advantage of one party or another, not

only went against natural justice, it also retarded progress,

restricted the diversity of products available to the consumer, and in

the process restricted individual choice. 	 According to this view,

only the furnace of open competition in a free market could ensure that

the consumer was the final arbiter in deciding the success or failure

of a given product.

The principle of free and open competition in the market,

opponents of the "taxes on knowledge" argued, was applicable to all

markets whether they traded in minerals or ideas:

Let all with something to say be free to express
themselves.	 The true and sound will survive; the
false and unsound will be vanquished.	 Government
should keep out of the battle and not weigh the odds
in favour of one side or the other.	 And even
though the false may gain a temporary victory, that
which is true, by drawing to its defence additional
forces, will through the self-righting process,
ultimately survive.

(46)
As Weiner, in his study of' the War of' the Unstainped 	 points

out, during the 1830s and 1840s, the argument that news was a commodity
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analogous to any other, and that the principle of free discussion was

fully comprehensive only within a commercial context, was one advanced

by many within the anti-tax movement:

To check inquiry and attempt to regulate the progress
and direction of opinions, by prescription and
penalties, is to disturb the order of nature, and is
analogous, in its mischievous tendency, to the system
of forcing the capital and industry of the comunity
into channels, which they would never spontaneously
seek, instead of suffering private interests to
direct them to their most predictable employment. (47)

In drawing support for their argument that only free competition

in the marketplace was capable of ensuring the dissemination of sound

doctrines throughout the country, middle-class reformers increasingly

pointed to the radical unstamped press which was a constant thorn in

the side of government and which espoused increasingly pernicious

doctrines.	 The success of these papers, it was argued, demonstrated

that newspaper taxes rather than preventing subversion were actually

encouraging it.	 By making it difficult to operate newspapers at a

profit, it was argued, the taxes discouraged men of sound doctrines

and a respect for authority from educating the lower classes.

According to Collet Dobson Collet, a key figure in the parliamentary

campaign:

The imposition of the Security System on all newspapers
that did pay the Stamp Duty brought the professional
critics of the Government into a sort of corporation,
enjoying free postage for their taxed newspapers, but
having a prospective rod held over them calculated to
moderate any excessive zeal against the Government of
the day.	 Those public-minded private men who were
anxious to educate the people and to permit them to
educate themselves were forbidden the only process by
which their views could be carried out. 	 This was
rendered impossible by the Stamp Duty.	 A penny paper
could not pay for a fourpenny stamp.	 The field of
public instruction was therefore left open only to
those who were poor enough to have little to lose by
breaking the law. (48)
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This argument that the Stamp Duty deprived the lower classes of

newspapers of quality and moderation was to dominate the parliamentary

debate of 1834 on a motion to repeal the taxes.	 Forwarding the

motion, Bulwer-Lytton was to argue:

You either forbid to the poor by this tax, in a great
measure all political knowledge, or you give to them,
unanswered and unpurified, doctrines the most dangerous -
you put the medicine under lock and key, and you leave
the poison on the shelf; ... you create two publics; to
the one public of educated men, in the upper and middle
ranks, whom no newspaper could, on moral points, very
dangerously mislead, you give the safe and rational
papers; to the other public of men far more easily
influenced - poor, ignorant, distressed - men for whom
all the conclusions and disorders of society arise (for
the crimes of the poor are the punishment of the rich)
- to the other public, whom you ought to be most careful
to sooth, to guide, and to enlighten, you give the
heated invective of demagogues and fanatics.

In supporting the motion another speaker also stressed the

subversive nature of the radical unstamped press:

Could such individuals be safely intrusted with the
teaching of the people of this country? Were their
honest opinions likely to be in favour of order, of
the institutions on which the particular form of
Government in this country was founded, and of the
institutions on which society itself depended? 	 Yet
the existing law gave a bounty to this class of
writers, whilst it imposed a tax on the publications
of men of respectability, station, and education,
whose honest opinions were likely to be in favour
of the institutions of this country.

"Ignorance", the speaker went on to argue, might make the working-class

"enemies of the Government, why not take steps as would make them its

friends". (51)

If the taxes were abolished and the laws of supply and demand

permitted to operate in a free and open market, then the present

monopoly enjoyed by the radical unstamped press would be broken as they

were forced to give way to their natural superiors: a cheap capitalist

press espousing the virtues of law and order, property, and free
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enterprise.	 The experience of the radical unstamped press in the

period following the repeal of the taxes suggests that such arguments

were not without an element of truth. (52)

In its most basic form the concept of a self-regulating free

market of ideas defines press freedom in a negative rather than a

positive sense: freedom is defined in terms of freedom from prior

constraint.	 So long as there are no obstacles (financial, political

or legal) to entering the marketplace of ideas, all who wanted to

express an opinion could do so.	 Whether individual newspapers

espoused the truth, or were politically neutral, was unimportant;

if an individual or group could not find a newspaper to their liking,

they could enter the market and produce their own. 	 The result	 would

be a myriad of opinions all competing for the public's attention.

Those opinions which survived in the market by attracting sufficient

buyers would most clearly reflect the demand for those opinions in the

market.	 Those who fared badly were thus left with two options:

respond to public demand, or go under.	 If the proprietor wished to

make a profit (and according to liberal theory all individuals were by

nature self-maximising), then he would have to respond to public demand.

The market-based system, thus formulated, functioned not only to produce

a diversity of opinions for public consumption, but also rendered the

power of newspaper proprietors accountable to the public.

Since the mid-nineteenth century this view that only privately

owned newspapers, independently financed by advertising revenue and

conducted as a property right, was capable of' ensuring a diversity of

opinions independent from the state has been established as part of

orthodox thinking on the press.	 And, as we shall see below, despite

the economic transformation of the British press following the gradual

abolition of the "taxes on knowledge" over the period 1833-61, it
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remains a vital item of belief for free press theorists.

Democracy and the press

The doubt, the fear, the conscious ignorance, the
consequent errors and exaggerated fancies of the
governments of countries where the Press is gagged,
constitute at once the inevitable consequence and the
appropriate punishment of that foolish sin.	 There
is panic because there is darkness; there is tyranny
because there is terror.	 Here, thanks to our many-
headed and unfettered Press, the authorities are amply
informed, and they are informed in time.	 They have
early warning when they are treading in paths which
public sympathy will not go with them, and tending
towards proceedings for which the popular voice would
not grant absolution.	 In a country which has reached
this stage of freedom and self-government on which
England now stands, ministers must govern in conformity
with the will of the effective body of the nation;
and how can they ascertain this save through those
great organs of utterance which somtimes form and
sometimes express the general opinion, but can never
be ignorant of it or out of harmony with it.

If the liberal doctrine of free trade in conjunction with the

Miltonian concept of a free market in ideas, gave the press its market-

based rationale, then democratic theory, especially where it relates to

public opinion and party government, provided it with an ideology and

a social purpose.	 During the first half of the nineteenth century

the claim advanced by liberal philosophers and free press theorists,

that a press free from state control was not only a symbol of a

politically free society but a necessary condition of such a society,

was to provide press reformers with their most powerful argument

against the "taxes on knowledge".

Nowhere was the importance of a free press stressed more

vociferously than within the political philosophy of the Utilitarians.

Indeed, so central is the role of a free press within Utilitarian

theory that it is difficult to exaggerate its importance.	 For Bentham

without a free press there could be neither good government nor
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indirect legislation.	 In A Fragment of Government Bentham had asked,

what is the difference between free and despotic government?	 It is

not a question of more or less power, he answered, but of its use.

A free government depends:

on the responsibility of the governors; or the right
which the subject has of having the reasons publicly
assigned and canvassed of every act of power that is
exerted over him - on the liberty of the press; or
the security with which every man ... may make known
his complaints and remonstrances to the whole
community.

Newspapers, Bentharn was to write in. 1773:

propagate to every corner of the Empire alarms for
the people's security, circumstances of felicity for
their joy and lessons for their instruction ... break
down by degrees fragments from the bulky pile of Science
to knead them into the mass of general intelligence
display examples of Vice for their avoidance, and of
Virtue for their imitation. 	 The infallible
preservatives against devotions and superstitious
imposture - which making every part labour for the whole,
joy for the whole, sorrow for the whole, contribute more
than any regulations that can be devised to strengthen
that social bond which collects the scattered citizens
into members of one great family: which exercises the
minds of men for the public service as the games in
Greece and Rome did their bodies - which are sources of
amusement to so many to whom misfortune have denied
domestic comforts, and help them to support the fatigue
of being.

It is only when combined with that other central tenet of

Utilitarianism, the concept of public opinion as a moral sanction

against bad government, that the real significance of the press for

the philosophical radicals of the eighteenth and nineteenth century is

revealed.	 As Rosen, in his study 6 of Benthain points out, despite

being a relatively new concept in political theory, the appeal to

public opinion as a standard of legitimacy and the stimulation of

public opinion as a political strategy was an acknowledged part of the

programme of philosophical radicalism in Bentham's day. 	 For Benthain,
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who provided one of the first detailed discussions on the subject,

public opinion was a vital element in the success of constitutional

democracy.	 Commenting on the power and importance of public opinion

in the Constitutional Code, he was to write:

To the pernicious exercise of the power of
government it is the only check; to the beneficial,
an indispensable supplement. 	 Able rulers lead it;
prudent rulers lead or follow it; foolish rulers
disregard it.	 Even at the present stage in the
career of civilization, its dictates coincide, on
most points, with those of the greatest happiness
principle; on some, however, it still deviates
from them: but, as its deviations have all along
been less and less numerous, and less wide, sooner
or later they will cease to be discernible;
aberration will vanish, coincidence will be complete.

(57)

Writing forty years later, John Stuart Mill thought that the case

for a free press as a means of ensuring good government was so

irrefutable that it no longer needed to be put:

The time, it is to be hoped, is gone by when any
defence would be necessary of the "liberty of the
press" as one of the securities against corrupt or
tyrannical government. 	 No argument, we may suppose,
can now be needed against permitting a legislature
or an executive, not identified in interest with
the people, to proscribe opinions to them and
determine what doctrines or what arguments they
should be allowed to hear.	 This aspect of the
question, besides, has been so often and so
triumphantly enforced by preceding writers that it
needs not to be specifically insisted on in
this piece.

For those who saw public opinion as the ultimate sanction against

bad government, the power of the press knew no bounds.	 Addressing the

House of Commons in 1810, Sheridan was to declare:

Give me the liberty of the press, and I will give
the Minister a venal House of Peers, I will give him
a corrupt and servile House of Commons, I will give
him the full swing of the patronage of office,
I will give him the whole host of ministerial
influence, I will give him all the power that place
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can confer upon him to purchase submission and
overawe resistance and yet, armed with the liberty
of the Press, I will go forth to meet him
undismayed	

(60)

The emphasis placed on the press as a check on bad government by

liberal reformers and philosophers during the early part of the

nineteenth century, is hardly surprising given the inadequacies of the

democratic system that prevailed in England.	 As Henry Reeve, one of

the most vociferous advocates of the free press, was to complain

in 1855:

The House of Commons is not, and perhaps never can
be made, a complete and perfect representative of all
classes, all interests, all shades of opinion.
Certainly it has not realised that bright ideal.
Non-electors are more numerous than electors.
Thousands of Englishmen of nearly every rank -
dwellers in towns that are not boroughs, dwellers in
in counties who are not freeholders nor large tenants,
residents in cities who are not householders - have
no members of Parliament to listen to them and to
speak for them.	 The holders of unusual opinions, or
of moderate or philosophic doctrines, votaries of
'coming' creeds, the members of minorities in a word,
are unrepresented in Parliament, unless by some
happy accident.	 The House of Commons, too, is even
more inadequate and insufficient than it is incomplete
and partial as a representation of the acting, thinking,
stirring, discussing crowds of political Englishmen.
It sits only half' the year.	 It. is overwhelmed with
details of business.	 It cannot suffice to give
utterance to half the thoughts that are bursting for
expression, or ask half the questions that the
country is bursting to have answered. (61)

Until the ideal of democracy was realised, Reeve went on to argue,

only a free press could ensure that those denied access to the

decision-making process could have their voices heard:

We all feel that we could not do without the vent for
expression which the Newspaper Press affords us. 	 We
would explode were it not for such an immediate and
ample safety-valve. We could not possibly wait for
the slow expression, the inadequate and inaccurate
exposition of our sentiments and opinions which only
could be furnished to us by our senators in St. Stephens!
It is not too much to say that if by any accident
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journalism were to become extinct, such a Parliamentary
Reform as the wildest of us have never dreamed of,
would become an instant and paramount necessity.
Those who have no share in the choice of members, those
who feel themselves inadequately represented or
misrepresented, those who find in Parliament none who
hold their peculiar doctrines or who are qualified to
give them effective utterance - would all join to
insist upon such an entire renovation and
reconstitution of the representative assembly as would
throw all previous 'organic changes' into the shade.

(62)

For the Utilitarian, however, the press was a multi-purposed

instrument, and its contribution to the democratic process went far

beyond its ability to function as a check on bad government. 	 Indeed

so important were the political functions claimed on behalf of the

press by liberal reformers that without them representative democracy

was destined to remain little more than a hollow fiction. 	 "It is

perfectly clear," wrote James Mill in advancing the case for a free

press as a prerequisite of democratic government:

that all chance of the advantage to the people, from
having the choice of their rulers, depends upon their
making a good choice. 	 If they make a bad choice - if
they elect people either incapable, or disinclined, to
use well the power entrusted to them, they incur the
same evils to which they are doomed when they are
deprived of the due control over those by whom their
affairs are administered.

We may then ask, if there is any possible means by which
the people can make a good choice, besides the liberty
of the press?	 The very foundation of a good choice is
knowledge.	 The fuller and more perfect the knowledge,
the better the chance, where all sinister interest is
absent, of a good choice.	 How can people receive the
most perfect knowledge relative to the characters of
those who present themselves for their choice, but by
information conveyed freely, and without reserve, from
one to another? (63)

As an instrument for creating an informed and enlightened public

opinion, and thus create the conditions necessary for self-government,

the press was ideally suited. 	 Located in the gap between electors and

elected, it not only assisted the people to understand the policies of
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government and thereby enable them to guide and stimulate the

administration, but, by acting as a barometer of public opinion, it

also functioned to link political representatives and their

constituents in the period between elections. 	 In doing so, it was

argued, the press was more than simply a channel for information -

it was an essential link between political institutions and the people.
(64)

For Bentham the press was "not only the appropriate organ of the

public opinion tribunal, but the only regularly and constantly acting

one". 6	The press, W.T. Stead apostrophized in Government by

Journalism, were the "great inspector, with a myriad eyes, who never

sleeps, and whose daily reports are submitted, not to a functionary or

(66)
a department, but to the whole people". 	 Newspapers, he argued,

were the "phonograph of the world", the "ear and tongue of the people",

and the "visible speech if not the voice of the democracy". 6	For

Reeve no instrument was better suited to the task of political

instruction, and its influence on political life was so great that it

was difficult to exaggerate:

Journalism is now truly an estate of the realm; more
powerful than any of the other estates; more powerful
than all of them combined if it could ever be brought
to act as a united and concentrated whole.	 Nor need
we wonder at its sway. 	 It furnishes the exclusive
reading of hundreds of thousands. Not only does it
supply the nation with nearly all the information on
public topics which it possesses, but it supplies it
with notions and opinions in addition. 	 It furnishes
not only the material on which our conclusions must be
founded: it furnishes the conclusions themselves, cut
and dried - coined, stamped and polished. 	 It inquires,
reflects, decides for us.	 For five pence or a penny
(as the case may be) it does all the thinking of the
nation: saves us the trouble of weighing and
perpending, of comparing and deliberating; and
presents us with ready-made opinions clearly and
forcibly expressed. (68)

In calling for the abolition of the "taxes on knowledge", which
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liberal reformers saw as the main obstacle to providing the people with

the instruments of self-government, and thus as an obstacle to a ttfree

market in politics", free press theorists were keen to stress the

positive benefits that would accrue to society.	 The taxes, it was

argued, rather than providing the people with a multitude of conflicting

and mutually modifying organs, had created the vile monopoly of

The Times) 6	Moreover, they had allowed falsehood and pernicious

doctrines, in the shape of the unstamped press, to prevail over the

sound political instruction which could be provided by a cheap

capitalist press.	 The removal of the taxes would enable a myriad of

voices to be presented to the people, each criticising the doctrines of

the other, each allowing a diversity of political parties to put across

their view of the world, and each accountable to the people via the

laws of the market.	 The greater the diversity of voices competing in

the market, the stronger would be the truth that would emerge, and the

healthier the level of political debate.

Whether the eventual abolition of the taxes in 1861 reflected a

victory for the arguments advanced by Fourth Estate theorists, or

whether inadequacies in the system of fiscal control would have led to

their ultimate demise in the long term, is a question of no real

significance for, if the ideology constructed for the press in the

campaign against governmental control had any real success, it was in

elevating the status of the press from its nadir in the first quarter of

the nineteenth century.	 To this point I have restricted my focus to

the claims made on behalf of the press as an institution; the following

section widens the scope and examines the impact of the arguments

advanced by Fourth Estate theorists on the status of journalists.
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From Wastrel to Watchdog

The first 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 statesman
collects his information secretly and by secret means,
he keeps back even the current intelligence of the day
with ludicrous precautions until diplomacy is beaten
in the race with publicity. 	 The press lives by
disclosure: whatever passes into its keeping becomes
part of the knowledge and history of our times; it is
daily and for ever appealing to the enlightened force
of public opinion - anticipating, if possible, the
march of events - standing upon the breach between the
present and the future, and extending its survey to
the horizon of the world.

Throughout the course of the eighteenth and the early part of the

nineteenth centuries, the status of the press was low. 	 And, lacking

the economic independence that increased circulations and advertising

revenue was to bring from the mid 1850s onwards, it had always been

highly susceptible to political subsidisation and corruption. 	 Koss

notes that prior to this economic development of the press from the

mid l850s onwards, newspapers had generally relied on three sources for

their financial support: "Government stipends bestowed and received

without shame", "commercial capital, usually collected by syndicates in

the City", and thirdly, "subscriptions from politicians who stood

either in opposition to the government or at its rringest.(7U

Though political subsidisation of the press existed prior to the

"taxes on knowledge", the financial burden placed on the press by the

imposts made political patronage a necessity for many papers.72

The practice of subsidising newspapers for the purpose of political

gain was to reach its zenith during the long administration of

Robert Walpole, who viewed newspapers as an important factor in gaining

political support for his policies. 	 Siebert, for example, notes that

between 1730 and 1736 the proprietor and editor of the Free Briton
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received direct subsidies from Walpole's treasury73

A Committee of Secrecy, appointed in 1742 to inquire into Walpole's

conduct, revealed that Walpole paid out £50,000 of secret service money

to pamphleteers and treasury newspapers in the last ten years of his

administration alone. 74	According to Aspinall the short-lived

Shelburne Ministry spent £1,084 on bribing the press in the nine months

from 10th July, 1782, to 5th April, 1783, while the Coalition Ministry

of Fox and North bribed newspapers of all sides in their effort to gain

public support for unpopular Bills. 75	Though the practice of

offering financial inducements to the press in order to secure

favourable coverage was to diminish as the nineteenth century progressed,

it was to die hard. 	 As late as 1834 the Standard offered to sell its

services to Peel when he became Prime Minister, while the Observer

continued to accept secret service money up to as late as 1840. 	 The

press up to the second quarter of the nineteenth century, Williams

comments:

took their money and did what they were told as though
the long struggle for freedom throughout the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries had never taken place. Most
of' them were wholly worthy of' the contempt in which all
of them came to be held. 	 The age got the press
it deserved. (76)

If' bribery and political corruption together with a range of other

disreputable practices, such as the acceptance of' suppression and

contradiction fees noted by Aspinall 77 did little for the status of

newspapers, it did even less for the status of' those who produced them.
(78)

The status of' journalism, the London Review declared in the early l800s,

was so low that men of birth and refinement would not consider it as an

occupation for fear of being outcast from "good society". 	 As a

consequence, it went on:
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The Newspaper Press is thus degraded from the rank of
a liberal profession: the employment, and the class
engaged in it, sink; and the conduct of our journals
falls too much into the hands of men of obscure birth,
imperfect education, blunt feelings and course manners,
who are accustomed to a low position in society, and
are contented to be excluded from a circle in which
they have never been used to serve.

According to Aspinall, in his study of the social status of

British journalism at the beginning of the nineteenth century, "Even

as late as the 1820s ... journalism was regarded as neither a dignified

nor a reputable profession". 80	While O'Boyle, in his comparative

study of the image of journalism in France, Germany, and England over

the period 1815-1848, found that it was not until the mid-nineteenth

century that British journalism attained a measure of respectability.(8U

The reasons for the low status of journalism until the l840s and

1850s are not difficult to explain, and in many respects Williams was

quite right when he suggested that "The age got the press it deserved".

Aspinall, for example, suggests that:

In an age when the country was still for the most part
governed by the aristocracy and its connections, it was
natural that men who wrote for the people and sought to
bring the pressure of public opinion to bear on
Parliament and the Government by appealing to the
opinions and the prejudices of the people, should be
looked upon with suspicion and even hostility. (82)

In order to understand the status of journalism at a given time,

as O'Boyle rightly points out, one needs to take account of the social,

political and economic context in which it operates.	 For O'Boyle, of

all these factors it is perhaps the economic one which best holds the

explanation for the low status of' English and European journalism until

the mid-nineteenth century:
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The economic system was determinative in that a
certain kind of newspaper press could emerge only
at a certain stage of industrial society. 	 That is,
only an economically advanced society could produce
a newspaper press that supported itself completely
from sales to a mass reading public and from paid
advertisements.	 Without such an economic base
the newspaper press was either ineffectual or had
to rely on political subsidy. Likewise journalism
as a full-time occupation with its own standards of
performance and integrity, and at least a degree of
social status could appear only when the newspaper
press had become a profitable business enterprise.

(83)

Though the economic context in which the press operated for most

of the 150 years covered by the "taxes on knowledge" may not have been

the only factor to influence the status of journalism during this period,

it was certainly one of the most significant. 84	As Elliott has noted,

the financial rewards to be gained from journalism before the commercial

development of the press in the latter half of the nineteenth century

were so low, that only a few notable editors were able to support

themselves simply by writing. 85	Apart from those at the very top of

journalism (editors, sub-editors, and senior journalists on the London

and provincial press), Lee observes, the living to be made from

journalism for the rank and file was pathetically low. 	 As late as 1913,

he notes, 2,100 of the National Union of Journalists' 3,600 members were

earning less than £160 a year, whilst the majority of the worst paid

were not even members of the union. 86	While earnings may have varied

according to the ability of the individual journalist to negotiate

improved terms with his employers, or his ability to secure ancillary

earnings (notably through the payment of suppression or contradiction

fees), the pay and conditions for many rank and file journalists

remained pathetically poor. 87	Many had no contracts, work was often

erratic, many were driven to dishonesty or corruption to supplement

their earnings.	 The insecurity of employment, and the low pay and

poor conditions, Lee suggests, was undoubtedly a contributory cause of
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the traditional and widespread addiction to alcohol among journalists.8

Such conditions were unlikely to have attracted entrants of a high

calibre, or to have elevated the status of journalism.

By the closing decade of the nineteenth century, the social status

of the press and those who worked for it had changed almost beyond

recognition.	 The press which, during the early 1800s had been little

more than a byword for corruption and licentiousness, was accepted by

many as the very oil on which the democracy operated; journalists,

from being little more than rogues and demagogues, were now portrayed

as the very guardians of democracy. 	 How is this transformation best

explained?	 What were the key factors in the transformation of

journalism from its nadir in the first quarter of the nineteenth century

to its zenith in the final quarter?

For free press theory the answer is simple, and it is located in

the economic transformation of the press from the l830s onwards.

According to the free press theorists it was the economic independence

brought about by the growth in advertising and sales revenues that

enabled the press to free itself from the stigma of the early

nineteenth century.	 O'Boyle, in support of this thesis, has argued

that, during the first half of the nineteenth century, journalists were

rescued from the political patronage of the aristocracy and the Old

Corruption largely by the demands of commerce, and that journalism

became less corrupt as it became more businesslike. 89	Whatever the

long term implications of this commercial transformation were to be

(and, as we shall see below, they have been many), the argument advanced

by free press theory, that political independence and the elevated

status it was to bring in its wake, was to be the child of economic

independence, is not without an element of truth.
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As the commercial development of' the press, stimulated by the

reduction and then abolition of the "taxes on knowledge" speeded up

during the third quarter of the nineteenth century, newspapers became

highly profitable enterprises.	 And, as early as the 1830s, newspaper

profits were already serving to distance certain sections of the press

from government and party patronage. 	 Curran, for example, notes that

as early as 1834, The Times, the paper with the biggest news team and

the most advertising of' the time, declared that henceforth it would

desist from the practice of receiving early information from government,

because such a practice was inconsistent with "the pride and

independence of our journal", and that anyway its "own information was

earlier and surer")90

If the increase in profits brought about by advertising revenue

and rising sales was to transform the press and give it a national

significance it was previously to lack, then the impact of this

commercial development on those who worked for it was to be no less

profound.	 As a number of studies have clearly demonstrated, profits

based on advertising revenue were also to transform the economic, social

and professional condition of journalism, and give it many of the

characteristics we associate with the profession to-day.92

As the press became more profitable, then the salaries paid by

leading newspapers increased, and journalism began to attract entrants

of a much higher ca1ibre. 93	Increased profits also helped finance

the shift from casual and erratic employment to permanent and

increasingly well-paid jobs in the commercial press.	 As a consequence

journalism slowly became recognised as a full-time profession rather

than as a means of earning additional income or as a stepping-stone to

some other occupation.	 The increasing wealth of the press also served

professional ethics.	 High salaries and secure employment led to the
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development of professional loyalties among journalists and, as the

rewards for honest reporting increased, then the selling of' one's

convictions to politicians became less necessary.

As the occupation of journalism became more defined and more

respectable during the latter half of the nineteenth century, attempts

were made to organise it along professional lines. 	 The National

Association of Journalists, which was essentially a proprietors'

organisation, was founded in 1884 with the aims of improving facilities

for journalists, protecting its reputation, and providing relief for

distressed journalists. 	 The Association became the Institute and in

1889 acquired a royal charter.	 At the turn of the century one also

witnessed the organisation of working journalists independent of

proprietors and in 1907 the National Union of Journalists was founded

as the profession's first effective labour organisation.4

The other, and equally as important factor that was to shape the

character of journalism during the nineteenth century, was the

technological benefits that the press was to accrue from the industrial

revolution.	 Higher profits enabled newspaper proprietors to invest in

more sophisticated and cost efficient technology.	 It was these

technological developments that were to make the production of' a cheap

mass-produced press a reality. 	 In 1814 The Times had sent shock waves

through Fleet Street when it introduced the Koenig steam press which

was capable of printing between 1,000 and 1,200 double sized sheets per

hour: a rate of' production unheard of in Fleet Street.	 By the l8lOs,

the web-rotary press enabled the leading newspapers to produce 10,000

copies an hour.	 By this time large numbers of smaller papers had

progressed to at least steam-driven flat-bed presses. 5	Competition

within the newspaper industry, as in other sectors of the economy, was

to ensure that technological efficiency continued to increase.
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If improvements in technology were to make a cheap press a reality,

then improvements in communications were to provide it with the market

for its product.	 The development and extension of the railway network,

and an improved road network, enabled the press to take on an

increasingly national character as newspapers slowly penetrated towns

and villages throughout the country. 	 As Lee notes, the railways were

to play an important role in extending the spread of newspapers:

The railways had played a major part in determining
the spread of the newspapers, for the older messengers,
newsboys and pedlars had become few and far between.
By the 1870s most rural areas were within reach of a
train, or at least of a milk cart. 	 Once the paper
arrived in town it was often delivered by railway
messengers to the house of the subscriber, but with
the cheap papers it became more usual to deliver them
to certain shops, tobacconists, greengrocers,
staioners, booksellers and barbers 	

(96)

The other two important developments to influence the character

of journalism in the nineteenth century, and transform it into a highly

skilled and specialised occupation, was the development of shorthand

and the telegraph.	 Smith, in his study of the changing nature of the

"truth" offered by journalism since the seventeenth century, has argued

that the combination of a fast, accurate and efficient means of

recording information brought about by shorthand and the breakdown in

the geographical barriers to communication brought about by the

telegraph, were to play an important role in shaping the definition and

practice of journalism in the latter half of the nineteenth century.

And they were to provide journalism with two of its most enduring

concepts - "objectivity" and "impartiality".97

The notion that the role of journalists was to establish and report

the "truth", or at the very least the "facts", in an objective manner,

which remain to this day two of the most enduring features of journalism,
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was a relatively late addition to the credo of journalism. Truth, and

the ability to claim it, Smith argues, was a concept that had always

been restricted by the technology of verification:

Journalism and philosophy were in the same predicament;
some formal authority was essential in guiding the
innocent towards the truth.	 Any statement fit to be
believed required an official provenance and the say-so
of the writer was clearly insufficient, since he had no
means of checking his own statements. 	 Only with a dual
communcation system, when the news flows along more than
one channel at a time, can the journalist acquire his
own specialism in the telling of accurate news.
Journalism does not become professionalised, or even
occupationalised, until it acquires the essential tool
of double checking; until then it remains a mere
appendage of' printing or, in its grander forms, a
sub-branch of diplomacy. (98)

Shorthand, in enabling journalists to report the news accurately,

appeared to make the "truth" amenable to the rigours of' scientific

method.	 Deployed in a variety of forms from as early as the l750s,

but standardised with the arrival of Pitman's universally applicable

system, shorthand was to transform the business of reporting into a kind

of science.	 In doing so it was to transform public expectations of

what journalism could and should do:

Shorthand was the first of' that long series of'
journalistic techniques which seemed to promise the
reader the complete recovery of' some semblance of
reality.	 A fully competent shorthand reporter seemed
to have acquired an almost supernatural power, and
shorthand was invested with the same sort of' social
optimism as the microphone and the television camera
in later times.	 By presenting the reader with the
ipsissima verba of speech, it seemed at first that
reporting was capable of' providing a mirror to reality.

(100)

The advent of the telegraph and the telegram, which were relatively

common by the l860s, also served to influence the character of'

journalism.	 Apart from breaking down the geographical barriers

to communication by enabling journalists to file copy quickly and
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accurately from all parts of the country, the telegraph was also to

create a pressurised world within journalism. 	 Before the advent of

the telegraph, the speed at which news about social and political events

was reported by the press was determined largely by the proximity of

those events to the printing presses.	 The greater the distance, and

this was particularly true in the reporting of foreign affairs, the

greater the gap between events and the receipt of news about them. 'O2)

The telegraph was to revolutionise the process of riewsgathering and

reporting by demolishing the logistical barriers to the reporting of

geographically disparate events. 	 As a consequence, it became possible

for the public to read about what had happened yesterday, rather than

someone's opinion of what had happened last week.	 As early as 1844

The Times, with the aid of the electric signalling system of the Great

Western Railway, was able to announce the birth of a second son to

Queen Victoria at Windsor a mere four hours after it had taken place.

Henceforth the idea that a daily newspaper should encompass the events

of the ttdayt was slowly established as part of conventional thinking on

the nature of the newspaper.(104)

By the latter half of the nineteenth century the rehabilitation of

journalists was virtually complete. 	 And, casting his eye back over

the previous half-century, Henry Reeve confidently announced the

transformation:

The journalism of the beginning of the century would
scarcely pass muster now. 	 The truth is, that the men
who now conduct the newspaper press are a wholly
different class from those who were connected with it
thirty or forty years ago.	 Since it attained a power
and station which both gave it a dignity and imposed
upon it the responsibilities of character; since it
became recognised as one of the great governing powers
of the realm; and since statesmen and authors of
unquestioned eminence were known to have employed its
columns as their channels of communication with the
public, - it has been taken almost entirely out of the
hands of mere hack-writers - literary workmen -
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manufacturers 'to order' - and has been placed in those
men of fixed opinions, of consumate knowledge and
deliberate purpose, who sought connexion with it, as
others sought a seat in Parliament or an officer under
Government, for the sake of influencing their age and
country, of promulgating their own sentiments, of
recommending and enforcing the principles and measures
on which their own hearts were set.(105)

Reeve was anything but alone in his view.	 For W.T. Stead,	 a

constant and vigorous exponent of the Fourth Estate school of

journalism, no praise was high enough for the journalists of the day.

A journalist, he eulogized in 1886:

can not only exercise an almost absolute power of
closure both upon individuals and upon causes, he has
also the power of declaring urgency for subjects on which
he is interested.	 He can excite interest, or allay it;
he can provoke public impatience, or convince people that
no one need worry themselves about the matter. 	 Every
day he can administer either a stimulant or a narcotic to
the minds of his readers; and he can force questions
to the front which, but for his timely aid, would have
lain dormant for many a year. 	 Of course, no journalist
is omnipotent, and even the most powerful journalist
cannot influence those who do not read his paper. 	 But
within the range of' his circulation ... he may be more
potent than any other man.(106)

If the newspaper, as many nineteenth century liberals saw it, was

the voice of an educated democracy, then for Stead, its editor was its

"uncrowned king"; the journalist its "missionary and apostle", its

"prophet" and its "watchman" (107)

The whole apparatus of journalism that was to carry the newspaper

industry through into the twentieth century was now substantially

complete - journalism, for the advocates of the Fourth Estate theory,

had truly arrived.

The Fall from Grace

Whether the press do, ever did, or indeed ever could, perform the

role accorded to it in Fourth Estate theory, has, since the middle of
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the twentieth century, attracted considerable criticism; criticism

which has undermined many of the central claims made on behalf of the

press, and which has left the theory itself looking decidedly threadbare.

At the heart of the crisis now facing the Fourth Estate theory is the

economic transformation of the newspaper industry since the turn of the

century.	 Early theory did not envisage the enormous circulations, the

financial influence of mass advertising, and the growing concentration

of ownership which have all been dominant characteristics of the British

press since the turn of the century. 	 Though a lack of space precludes

any detailed analysis of the growing crisis of legitimacy in free press

theory, a few general observations should be sufficient to indicate

just how serious this crisis is.

The attack on the Fourth Estate theory has not been restricted

solely to recent developments in the press; some critics have

questioned whether the theory, as conventionally formulated, ever

corresponded to the development and practice of the British press.

One of the foremost critics of the Fourth Estate theory as a valid

interpretation of the historical development of' the British press has

been the historian James Curran who, in a number of' convincing articles,

has argued that the orthodox view of the emergence of' a "free" press

needs not only to be critically assessed but stood on its head. "The

period around the middle of the nineteenth century", Curran argues,

"did not inaugurate a new era of press freedom and liberty: it

introduced a new system of press censorship more effective than anything

that had gone before". 
(108)	 Market forces, Curran contends, succeeded

where legal repression and taxation failed in establishing the press as

an instrument of social control. 	 Reversing the orthodox view of the

historical development of the British press, Curran argues that the

crucial element in this new system of control was the role occupied by
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advertising which, rather than bringing about the liberation of the

press, as it has so often been argued, merely transferred control from

the state to the marketplace: advertising in effect became a new form

of "taxation" - and, moreover, one that could not be evaded.09

In attacking the historical validity of the Fourth Estate theory,

Curran has not been alone.	 George Boyce has also cast a critical eye

over the theory and, like Curran, also found it wanting. 	 Dismissing

the theory as a "political myth" designed to secure the political

credibility of the press in the early nineteenth century, Boyce argues

that the political role accorded to the press by such writers as Reeve

and Stead was never, and indeed could never, be realised because it was

based on a "mythical" view of the relations between the press, the

government and the people.	 The argument that the press could operate

as a Fourth Estate, Boyce suggests, is belied by evidence of the

political incorporation of the press in the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries; the political commitments of journalists that made them

actors rather than neutral spectators in the political process; and the

development of the press as an entertainment industry.110

The tenacious hold that the Fourth Estate theory maintains over

the debate on the role and social significance of the press in liberal

democracy, is even more striking when one considers the changes that

have taken place in the press, and particularly the popular mass

circulation press, since the turn of the century.	 These changes,

particularly in content and ownership, have undermined the legitimacy

of the market-based press system so central to liberal theory, and the

claims made on behalf of the press as an instrument of political

(111)
communication.

The economic transformation of the press since the early 1800s,

which I have noted above, is claimed to have rescued the press from
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political patronage and corruption, has ironically served to demolish

one of the most cherished and central tenets of liberal free press

theory - that privately owned newspapers engaging in free competition

in the market was the best, and indeed the only, means of ensuring that a

diversity of newspapers, and therefore a diversity of competing opinions,

would be available to the public.

The problem of market-based economic support for the press, though

a central canon of liberal theory, was never squarely faced by free

press theorists.	 Apart from the general argument that government

control or subsidisation was undesirable in a free society, and that

the free play of market forces was the surest safeguard of political

independence, the problems inherent in allowing the market forces free

rein in the newspaper industry were generally ignored.	 Yet, as IRobbins,

in his study of the impact of market forces on the British press since

the early l900s, observes, free market theory is based on a

problematical, and indeed contradictory, idea:

On the one hand, we believe a multitude of views,
popular and unpopular, should be available to the
public, a multitude of products to the consumer.
On the other, we believe the majority should rule,
and in almost all cases laissez-faire should
prevail.	 Majority rule and the free marketplace

are contradictory ideas.(112)

Nowhere is the contradictory nature of market forces on the press

more apparent than in their impact on newspaper competition and

ownership.	 As Baistow observes, if the history of the British press

from the mid-nineteenth century had to be summed up in one of its own

alliterative, oversimplifying headlines, it would read something like

"PRESS PARADOX: SUCCESS SPELLS CRISIS".113

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the national and

provincial press, stimulated by the removal of' the "taxes on knowledge"
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and the growing demand for newspapers, expanded. 	 Increasing

advertising revenue from the press also provided the incentive for

entrepeneurs to launch publications directed at markets that

advertisers particularly wanted to reach and, as a consequence, the

production of all kinds of publications flourished. 	 Between 1886 and

1896 the number of magazines, many of them trade and professional

journals, increased by 557 to 2,097. 	 The number of local dailies grew

from only 2 in 1850 to 196 in 1900.	 There was also a substantial

expansion in the number of local weekly papers from less than 400 in

1856 to an estimated 2,072 in 1900. 	 This expansion was also repeated

in the national daily and Sunday market as a considerable number of new

titles were established between 1880 and	 The growing

number of publications was also accompanied by an enormous expansion in

newspaper consumption as annual newspaper sales rose from 85 million in

(115)
1851 to 5,604 in 1920.

This remarkable growth in newspaper production, however, was to

prove shortlived.	 By the l920s a series of trends which had been

evident in the closing decades of the previous century slowly began to

work themselves out. 6	And it soon became clear that paradoxically,

rather than producing diversity, free competition within the newspaper

industry, as in other sections of the economy, was actually having the

opposite effect.	 Since the early l920s the effect of direct and

indirect competition arid the high cost of newspaper production was to

increase the size of the market which a daily paper required to be

financially viable.	 As a consequence, towns which in the nineteenth

century had been able to support two or more dailies could, by the

'twenties, no longer do	 The expansion in the number of titles

that had characterised the newspaper industry during the closing decades

of the nineteenth century was reversed.	 From the early l920s,
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competition led to the rapid reduction of the number of titles

available to the public, and an increasing concentration in the

ownership of those that survived.	 Between 1921 and 1930 alone, no less

than 24 daily and Sunday papers disappeared through closure and

amalganiation.	 Between 1930 and 1939, a further 15 titles were lost as

the circulation wars of the early 1930s took their toll. 	 Ironically,

and in direct contradiction to liberal free press theory, the only

respite to this pattern of steady decline came during the period from

1939 to 1949, when government control over the distribution of newsprint

kept the number of titles lost down to 2.(8)	 As Robbins notes, the

experience of governmental control made it clear that "control, rather

than leading to the loss of papers, was a positive force in maintaining

(119)
the existing diversity in the newspaper business". 	 This respite,

however, did little to reverse the trend - since 1947 a further 17 daily

and Sunday nationals were to be lost. 20)

A similar pattern of closure was also to be repeated in the

provincial press which, during the closing decades of the nineteenth

(121)
century, had enjoyed such a spectacular expansion. 	 In 1921, 41

morning, 93 evening, and 135 daily (morning and evening) papers were

published.	 By 1976 these figures had fallen to 20, 79 and 99

respectively. 
22)	

The net effect of these closures has been to reduce

local competition and ergo local choice. 	 In 1921 16 provincial towns

had a choice of a local morning paper; 27 a choice of a local evening

paper; and 34 a choice of a local daily paper. 	 By 1974 the respective

(123)
figures were 2, 1 and 16.	 The pattern has continued, and in 1986,

with the closure of the Morning Telegraph, Sheffield became the latest

in a long line of large provincial cities without a morning paper.

This decline in the number of national and provincial newspapers

since the early 1920s has also been accompanied by significant changes
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in the ownership of the press. 	 During the nineteenth century, the

newspaper industry was built upon the basis of the family business with

ownership passing from father to son. 	 Individual proprietorship was

to continue to be the dominant form of ownership until the latter half

of the century when it became usual to adopt at least the form of a

joint-stock company.	 By the l850s, however, "chains" of newspapers

were to be found and, by the l880s, "syndicates" and corporations.24

These developments were to lay the foundations for the amalgamation and

concentration that has been the defining characteristic of the newspaper

industry throughout the course of the twentieth century.25

The first Royal Commission on the Press, in keeping with liberal

theory, had justified the market-based rationale of the press on the

grounds that it guaranteed the autonomy of the press from vested

interest.	 "Free enterprise", it declared, "is a prerequisite of a

free press".	 "It is undoubtedly a great merit of the British press",

it continued, "that it is completely independent of outside financial

interests and that its policy is the policy of those who own and

(126)
conduct it".	 In the three decades following this report, the

legitimacy of such a claim was to be seriously eroded as large sections

of the British press were acquired by multinational corporations with

interests in almost every section of the communications industry.

By 1976, 49 per cent of national daily circulation, and 80 per cent of

Sunday circulation, were controlled by just three corporations - Reed,

Trafalgar House and News International. 	 By 1980 the same three groups

controlled 71 per cent of the national daily and 82 per cent of the

(127)
national Sunday circulation. 	 This process of concentration and

and monopolisation was also being repeated in the provincial market as

the regional chains, increasingly linked to the national press groups,

consolidated their market position.	 By 1975, the leading five chains
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between them controlled 58 per cent of the regional evening circulation

(128)
and 69 per cent of the regional morning circulation. 	 As the last

Royal Commission on the Press was forced to conclude: "rather than

saying that the press has other business interests it would be truer to

argue that the press has become a subsidiary of other industries".29

If the economic transformation of the press since the middle of

the nineteenth century has served to demolish the claim made on behalf

of the market as the best safeguard of diversity and freedom, then the

increase in the capital resources needed to launch a newspaper which

attended this transformation, served to undermine another central tenet

of liberal theory - the argument that the market of ideas was open to

all.	 As I noted above, liberal free press theory is premised on the

belief that so long as no impediments were placed on entry to the

market all who wished to start their own newspaper could. 	 Such an

argument was, even before the repeal of the "taxes on knowledge",

increasingly untenable.

Since the early l800s the costs of launching and maintaining a

daily national or provincial paper have risen steadily.	 In 1818, it

was estimated that it would cost between £2,000 and £5,000 to launch

a London daily.	 By the 1830s, these costs had escalated to between

£30,000 and £50,000 for a London newspaper that could compete with

The Times, and it was estimated that it would initially lose over a

£100 per week until its sales had been consolidated.	 It is said that

£100,000 was raised for the establishment of the Daily News in 18L+6,

(130)
and that a similar sum was spent on it during its first ten years.

The maintenance or purchase of an established London daily could prove

even more expensive. 	 In 1842, £25,000 had been needed to prevent the

Morning Post from falling into the hands of free-traders, but thereafter

(131)
the sums were measured in the hundreds of thousands.
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The cost of establishing a provincial paper, though less than that

of a London daily, was also to increase steadily during the latter half

of the nineteenth century. 	 In 1810, the Leicester Mercury was

established on a capital of only £760. 	 By the 1830s, it was estimated

that a provincial newspaper could be launched and sustained for five

years with about £4,000 or £5,000, henceforth the cost was to increase

(132)
steadily.

During the twentieth century the capital resources required to

enter and survive in the newspaper market have risen to such a level

that, for those other than the rich and powerful, the notion of a free

and open market is an illusion. 	 Since the First World War, no

provincial morning paper has been established in direct competition

with another, and since the 1930s, no provincial evening paper has been

established in competition with another. 	 The record of new starts is

scarcely any better in the national market. 	 In the last 65 years only

one national Sunday (The Sunday Telegraph) and three national dailies

(The Daily Worker/Morning Star, Daily Star and Today) have been

(133)
established.	 As the third Royal Commission on the Press put it,

"anyone is free to start a daily newspaper, but few can afford to even

(134)
contemplate it".	 The Commission estimated that it would cost

between £2 and £3 million to establish even a local evening paper in a

town where there was no competition.	 The freedom to publish was not

only weighted in favour of capital but of incumbent capital.	 The huge

initial losses, and the market power of established publications, served

to place even more substantial obstacles in the path of market entry.

The launch costs of' Today, at the time of' writing, the most recent

addition to Fleet Street, were estimated to have been £20 million, and

the costs of the proposed Independent are likely, again at the time of'

writing, to be the se.(135)	 Needless to say, such sums are way
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beyond the purse of individuals.	 As the experience of the proposed

News on Sunday, the left-of-centre tabloid due for launch in 1987,

suggests, such sums are even beyond the capacity of the organised

(136)
labour movement.

The impact of new technology, such as that pioneered by

Eddie Shah's Today, which many believed would usher in a new era of

press diversity as operational costs fell, is unlikely to alter the

situation significantly.	 As Patrick Wiritour points out, the argument

that "a thousand flowers are now set to bloom in glorious colour" as a

consequence of new technology, is belied by the impact such technology

is likely to have on the cost of new launches:

Generalisation is dangerous, but the extent to which
technology as opposed to deunionisation cuts costs
has to be kept in proportion. 	 In a typical Fleet
Street newspaper newsprint in the past has represented
30 per cent of total costs, all wages and salaries
around 40 per cent and the remaining expenses just
under 30 per cent.	 A leanly staffed electronic
newspaper might be able to cut these labour costs by
four fifths, but even this would represent only a
20 per cent cut in the total operating costs.(137)

Moreover, as Wintour points out, new technology is unlikely to

reverse the trend toward monopoly ownership. 	 "In the field of mass

sale papers at least", he argues, "it may be that the old technology

monopolists will simply transform themselves into the new technology

monopo1ists". 38	The slow, but steady, incorporation of the Today

paper, new technology and all, into the Tiny Rowland stable testifies

to the financial obstacles facing a newly established paper.

It could of course be argued that while the reduction in newspaper

titles and the financial obstacles to entering the market are undesirable,

the existing level of diversity and competition more than satisfies the

minimum requirement laid down by liberal free press theory. Classical
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liberal theory requires no more than this. So long as the press as a

whole provides a comprehensive news service, and so long as different

newspapers offer a range of different views, the actual number of

newspapers itself scarcely matters.(139)	 The principles of the system,

and the role of the press as a vital organ of' political communication,

would therefore be satisfied, albeit barely, by the existence of

two papers.

Convenient as this argument may be, it is scarcely supported by

recent research into the changing content and role of' the British press

which, if anything, suggests that large sections of the British press

have long since abandoned any pretensions to function as organs of

political communication.

In an important study published in 1980, which examines the space

allocated to news and current affairs in the national press over the

past fifty years, survey evidence about what people read, together with

an analysis of the economic factors that have helped shape editorial

content during this period, Curran, Douglas and Whannel contest the

conventional view of the press held by historians, sociologists and

(140)
political theorists alike.	 The argument that the press, and

particularly the popular press, are best defined and understood in terms

of their explicit political content, they argue, provides a totally

misleading picture of' what is published in newspapers and what people

actually read.

During the inter-war years, the authors argue, there was an

important change in the content and market orientation of an important

section of the British press, largely brought about by the interplay of

market forces.	 In an attempt to offset high fixed costs, and attract

the advertising revenues essential if they were to survive in a highly

competitive market, the popular press, it is argued, were forced to
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adopt editorial strategies designed to maximise their circulations.

To this end the popular publishers sought to universalise the appeal

of their papers.	 In developing editorial strategies designed to

recruit new readers, there were thus strong economic pressures on the

popular press to move into the middle ground by building bigger but less

differentiated audiences, through editorial policies that appealed

equally to men and women, and that appealed to people of all social

(141)
classes.

The net effect of these editorial strategies was a shift away from

news and current affairs to material, such as sport and human interest,

which had a wider social appeal. 	 As a consequence, the authors argue,

the popular press have slowly evolved into organs whose primary function

is to entertain rather than inform.	 Between 1946 and 1976, the

proportion of space allocated to news and current affairs declined by

at least half in their sample of seven newspapers, and in three papers

by no less than two-thirds. 	 In 1976 the public affairs content in all

seven papers was dwarfed by human interest material, and at an average

of 15 per cent, was indeed accorded less space than sport in all seven

papers. 
42)	

The consequence of these changes on the nature of the

popular press has been significant:

Most of what is published and read in newspapers has
very little to do with what they are generally
considered to be significant for by historians,
sociologists and policy makers concerned with the
press.	 Less than one-eighth of popular newspapers
in Britain is devoted to current affairs, and the
average reader spends less than a fifth of his time
when reading a popular national paper on current
affairs content. (143)

Though the quality press have not been exempt from these pressures

brought about by the need to attract advertising revenue in order to

survive, the impact of these pressures was to be the reverse of that
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experienced by their popular counterparts. 	 Whereas economic forces

on the popular press compelled it to universalise its appeal, the

quality press found itself under advertising pressure not to expand

into the mass market. 44	Attempts to go against these forces by

trying to build less differentiated audiences, as the experience of

The Times in the mid-l960s was clearly to prove, could be financially

disastrous. (145)

In the view of the authors, the changing nature of the British

press since the turn of the century and, in particular, the domination

of non-current affairs content in the popular press, calls for a

reassessment of its social and political role. 	 While rejecting the

simple conclusion that the political role of' the popular press has been

replaced by that of entertainer, the authors argue that it is no longer

valid to evaluate its ideological and political role in terms of' its

explicit political content. 46)

Salvain the wreck: an ideolo gy for the times

Social responsibility theory accepts the role of the
press in servicing the political system, in enlightening
the public, in safeguarding the liberties of the
individual; but it represents the opinion that the
press has been deficient in performing those tasks.
It accepts the role of the press in servicing the
economic system, but it would not have this task take
precedence over such other functions as promoting the
democratic processes or enlightening the public. 	 It
accepts the role of the press in furnishing entertainment
but with the proviso that the entertainment be "good"
entertainment.	 It accepts the need for the press as an
institution to remain financially self-supporting, but
if' necessary it would exempt certain individual media
from having to earn their way in the market Place.(147)

The first Royal Commission on the Press in 1949 had examined the

condition of the British press, and the philosophical principles which

legitimated it, and declared both fit and healthy. 	 "It is generally



-60-

agreed" the Commission noted "that the British Press is inferior to

(148)
none in the world.	 It is free from corruption". 	 Such a

conclusion was, to say the least, optimistic in the extreme.	 Even at

the time of publication it was increasingly obvious, even to many of its

supporters, that traditional free press theory was increasingly

unconvincing in an age of' monopoly ownership, restricted entry, and

dwindling diversity and competition.	 As Jay W. Jensen, commenting on

the increasing tension between a twentieth century press and the

nineteenth century ideology that sought to legitimate it, was to

observe in 1950:

It is clear that the philosophical foundations of the
traditional concept of freedom of the press have been
precipitously undermined by the revolution in
contemporary thought. 	 The static and timeless
World-Machine of Newton has been wrecked by the idea of
evolution and the dynamic concepts of modern physics.
Locke's doctrine of natural rights has been subverted
not only by Romantic philosophy but also by present-
day social science.	 Classical laissez-faire economics
has been repudiated by most contemporary economists,
and in practice by almost every modern industrial
nation.	 Moreover, the Miltonian doctrine of the
"self-righting process" has lately become susPect.(149)

Jensen was simply one in a growing body of' press pundits, in both

Britain and America, who called for a critical re-examination of the

philosophical principles of traditional free press theory.	 The

resulting process of' ideological reinterpretation that was to gather

pace from the early 1940s onwards (stimulated in part by the constant

threat of government intervention) was conservative rather than radical

in its intentions.	 Its primary intention was to provide a scheme for

the self-regulation and independent monitoring of press performance

rather than outside intervention. 	 As Peterson points out, rather than

dispensing with the central concepts of' traditional theory, social

responsibility theory, as the emerging construct became known, sought

to establish a set of criteria, which, if satisfied, would ensure that
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the press did riot abuse its privileged position:

The theory has this major premise: Freedom carries
concomitant obligations; and the press, which enjoys
a privileged position under our government, is
obliged to be responsible to society for carrying
out certain essential functions of mass communication
in contemporary society. 	 To the extent that the
press recognises its responsibilities and makes them
the basis of operational policies, the libertarian
system will satisfy the needs of society. 	 To the
extent that the press does not assume its
responsibilities, some other agency must see that
the essential functions of mass communications are
carried out.(150)

Thus social responsibility theory, though conditionally embracing

the philosophical core of traditional free press theory, sought to

remedy existing defects in press performance by acknowledging a series

of rights which society should have if their informational needs are to

be met - with the added proviso that, should the press fail to satisfy

the needs of the public, external intervention would be necessary.

Stated in its clearest form, social responsibility theory provides

us with a benchmark against which the performance of the press in

contemporary liberal democratic society may be judged.

Requirements of press performance

The first systematic attempt to formulate a new ideology for the

press was undertaken in America by Hutchin's Commission on Freedom of

the Press, whose reports in the late 191,05 did much to establish the

idea of social responsibility theory. 52)

The Commission listed five key things or standards which

contemporary society required from the press which, it noted, were

drawn largely from requirements already embodied in the practice or

claims of those who operate the press.	 First, that the press should

provide "a truthful, comprehensive and intelligent account of the day's
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events in a context which gives them meaning". 	 This requirement

demands not only that in its reporting the press should separate fact

from opinion, but also that it should present both sides of disputed

issues.	 Secondly, that in order to ensure that newspapers did not

abuse their privileged position by denying access to views or opinions

they disapproved of, newspapers should consider themselves as "common

carriers" of information and ideas in society and provide "a forum for

the exchange of comment and criticism".	 Thirdly, that the press should

strive to project a "representative picture of the constitutional groups

in society".	 Fourthly, that the press should be responsible for the

"presentation and clarification of the goals and values of society".

The final requirement identified by the Commission was that the press

should provide "full access to the day's intelligence", in order to

provide the public with the range of' information it required if it was

(133)
to understand fully the key social and political issues of the day.

In order to secure and maintain these standards of press

performance, the Commission called on professional journalists, the

public and the government alike, to adopt a more positive orientation

towards the press.	 It appealed to journalists to adopt a more

"professional spirit" towards their practice and accept responsibility

for the standards of the profession as a whole. 	 It called for greater

public awareness of the press and the power it enjoyed, and greater

research into the media at a university and college level. 	 The

Commission also advocated the setting up of an independent agency to

appraise press performance and report on it each year. 	 Finally, it

called on government to adopt new legal remedies to rectify identified

abuses of press freedom and, where possible, to encourage new ventures

in the communications industry.4

In Britain, growing concern over the standards of the press, and
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the mass circulation popular press in particular, was reflected in the

appointment of' no less than three Royal Commissions on the Press since

1945.	 As in America, this growing concern was to force a shift away

from a strict adherence to the principles of traditional free press

theory and towards a view of the press which sought to take account of

its changing nature since the turn of the century. 	 Though many of the

proposals and reforms recommended by successive Royal Commissions have

been criticised for being too little, too late, and ineffective into

the bargain, they did reflect a move towards a version of social

responsibility theory similar to that advocated in America.

Though the majority reports of all three Commissions have been

opposed to any significant government intervention in the press industry

(which placed them out of line with many of their European partners56),

all three reports did acknowledge the need for positive action in

preventing a further concentration of ownership. 	 The first Commission

advocated a more rigorous use of the Monopolies Commission as a means

of preserving existing diversity of ownership. 	 The second Commission,

in the light of further concentrations in the ownership of the national

and provincial press, recommended that a Press Amalgamation Court be

established to restrict a further development of press monopoly.	 This

proposal was further strengthened in 1965, when it became necessary for

all new acquisitions by large press groups, already having an average

daily circulation of 500,000 or more, to obtain the assent of the

Secretary of state.

The three Royal Commissions were also united in their view of what

society could and should expect from its newspapers if they were to

dispense with their privileged power in a socially responsible manner.

"The democratic form of' societytt, the 1947-49 Commission declared:
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demands of its members an active and intelligent
participation in the affairs of their community,
whether local or national.	 It assumes that they are
sufficiently well informed about the issues of the day
to be able to form the broad judgements required by an
election, and to maintain between elections the
vigilance necessary in those whose governors are their
servants ... Democratic society, therefore, needs a
clear and truthful account of events, of their
background and their cause; a forum for discussion
and informed criticism; and a means whereby
individuals and groups can express a point of view or
advocate a cause.(158)

The Commission report also attacked any further reduction in the

diversity of the press on similar grounds:

The number and variety of papers should be such that the
press as a whole gives an opportunity for all important
points of view to be effectively presented in terms of
the varying standards of taste, political opinion and
education among the principal groups of the PoPulation.(159)

As a means of ensuring that the press lived up to the standards

expected from it by contemporary society, successive Commissions have

pursued a policy of reforming the press from within by promoting a

greater sense of public service and responsibility.	 Perhaps the most

substantive step towards improving and promoting a higher standard of

professionalism within the press was the recommendation that a

General Council of the Press should be established under a press

chairman and with:

objects ... to safeguard the freedom of the Press; to
encourage the growth of a sense of public responsibility
and public service amongst all engaged in the profession

.; and to further the efficiency of the profession
and the well-being of' those who practise it.(160)
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Conclusion

The social and political role accorded to the press in liberal free

press theory, despite the criticism that has been levelled against it

for much of the twentieth century, continues to frame the debate over

what we should expect from the press in liberal democratic society.

And, despite criticism, it remains the most cogent statement as to the

"proper" relationship between the press, government and the people.

As such, it continues to provide society with a clear and widely accepted

standard against which reporting of the key issues of the day can

be judged.

For the purpose of this thesis, it provides a standard against which

the performance of the British press, in its reporting of the continuing

conflict in Northern Ireland, can and should be judged. 	 If any issue

demanded that the press function as a Fourth Estate and provide the

public with an informed, impartial and meaningful account of events,

Northern Ireland is such an issue.	 The press, despite its defects,

constitutes a vital source of information by which people construct their

understanding of the conflict in the Six Counties, its origins, and the

range of potential solutions.	 In the creation of an informed public

capable of making rational decisions about political policy, the press

has always been quick to claim a central role. 	 The remainder of this

thesis assesses how well it has lived up to its responsibility.
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CHAPTER 2

The British Media and Northern Ireland: Ke y PersDectives

The social, political and military conflict in Northern Ireland

continues to generate a seemingly endless supply of research material

for academics across a wide range of disciplines. 	 Historians,

sociologists, criminologists, psychologists ... the list of those who

have contributed to the vast body of information presently available on

the subject of Northern Ireland is almost as diverse as the subjects

they have addressed.	 Indeed, so intense has academic interest in the

"Troubles" been that bibliographers have found the task of documenting

the constant flood of new publications a frustrating and, at times,

impossible one.	 As the compilers of a bibliography listing material

published on Northern Ireland between 1945 and 1983 were to comment,

the ever-increasing pace of new publications tends to render

bibliographic exercises quickly out of date:

the scale of the up-dating problem can be gauged by
the fact that we have included circa three hundred
items published between January and June, 1983.
Even so, we do not claim the same degree of
comprehensiveness for the first half of 1983 as we
do for the previous Period.(1)

However, while some facets of the conflict taking place in Northern

Ireland have been well served in terms of research, others have been

largely ignored or, at best, only partially investigated.	 One subject

area which has attracted surprisingly little attention to date is the

way Northern Ireland and its conflict have been represented by the

British media and the factors which have helped shape this

representation.	 For example, of the 5,842 publications listed in

A Social Science Bibliography of Northern Ireland 1945-1983, only 75

publications are listed under the general subject heading, "The Mass

Media") 2	Indeed, of the 27 general subject headings listed in the
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bibliography, the mass media ranked 27 in terms of publications -

marginally behind "Gender and Women's Studies" with 76 publications

listed.

If the British media in general have fared poorly in terms of

research attention, the press have fared even less favourably.

Writing in 1980, Cohen and Young noted with surprise and dismay the

lack of current research available on the British press and Northern

(3)
Ireland.	 The picture may have improved since then, but only

marginally.	 Of the 75 publications listed in the above bibliography,

only 24 dealt exclusively with the press and of these, only 13

exclusively with the British press.	 Consequently, even allowing for

those publications that may have slipped through the net, and for those

published subsequent to the bibliography itself, the British mediars

reporting of the Northern Ireland conflict has not been over-exposed

to academic analysis.

The purpose of this chapter is to assess the main contribution

existing analyses have made to our understanding of the British media's

coverage of the Northern Ireland conflict.	 Given that the literature

presently available on the subject ranges from full-scale academic

studies to relatively short commentaries in journals and magazines, no

attempt is made to address every individual work in detail.	 Instead,

the primary task of this chapter is to provide a general overview of

the principal conclusions that may be drawn from the body of' material

presently available and, where possible, to isolate those areas which

would merit further attention.

Generally speaking, the material examined in this chapter emanates

from three principal sources:	 from academics of various critical

leanings whose primary concern has been to evaluate the role and

performance of the British media in its reporting of the Northern
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Ireland conflict; from counter-insurgency theorists and academics

whose primary concern has been to formulate information strategies

designed to prevent the media from acting as channels for "terrorist"

propaganda; and from journalists and senior broadcasting personnel

whose primary concern has been with the political and practical

problem of reporting an on-going conflict involving their own

nation state.

In theory, the material which has emanated from the first two of

these sources shares two features in common: first, it is critical of

certain aspects of the British media's reporting of Northern Ireland;

and secondly, its authors have approached this reporting as "outsiders",

distanced in varying degrees (and in some cases entirely) from the

factors that help shape it.	 In practice, however, the analyses

emanating from these two sources offer diametrically opposed assessments

of the role and performance of the British media in its reporting of

Northern Ireland, and diametrically opposed policy implications for

journalists.	 Consequently, in taking account of these differences, it

is possible to identify three broadly different perspectives on the

British media's reporting of Northern Ireland, each with its own frame

of reference, and each with its view of the key issues raised by this

reporting.	 For the sake of convenience, I have labelled these

perspectives the "critical", the "anti-terrorist" and the "insiders'"

perspective - the latter, for the sake of convenience, being subdivided

into the perspective of those responsible for formulating editorial

policy and those responsible for carrying it

Before moving on to examine these perspectives individually, a

number of general observations need to be made about the body of

material itself.	 First, some of the material examined in this chapter

falls outside any strict definition of "academic research", though it is
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likely to be of interest to academic researchers. 	 This is particularly

true of the material examined under the "insiders'" perspective which

comprises almost exclusively general commentaries and the personal

accounts of journalists. 	 However, in that this material offers some

insight into how the problems of reporting Northern Ireland are viewed

from the "inside", it is of particular relevance to researchers.

The second general point to be made about the literature presently

available on the British media and Northern Ireland is that, by and

large, it concentrates on the post-1968 period. 	 Indeed, with the

exception of two works on broadcasting, there has been relatively little

research on the period prior to 1968.

The third point to be made about this material is that, in the main,

it concentrates on how Northern Ireland has been handled as a news item.

In this respect, its authors appear to share a common understanding that

the significance of the media's representation of Northern Ireland lies

in the explicit political content of its news and current affairs output.

The underlying assumption here would appear to be that "actuality"

output is more persuasive and has a more powerful impact than fictional

output.	 There have, of course, been some exceptions to this general

approach.	 Schlesinger, Murdock and Elliott's study, Televising

Terrorism 5 offers an account of how political violence has been

handled across a variety of programme forms. 	 Moreover, there have also

been a number of commentaries on how the Irish and the conflict taking

place in the Six Counties have been represented by political

cartoonists. 6	In the main, however, most commentators have tended to

ignore "non-actuality" output.

However, given that news and current affairs provides the most

frequent source of information about the Irish conflict, it is hardly

surprising that "actuality" coverage should provide the core substance
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and the primary focus of many of the analyses presently available - and

indeed provides the primary focus of my own study. 	 The tendency to

focus on news and current affairs output, however, has also been

influenced by a number of other considerations which reflect not only

the content of media output, but also the different conditions and

professional imperatives which underpin different forms of output.

Though, as we shall see below, the sensitivity surrounding Northern

Ireland within the British media has had consequences for all forms of

output, journalists engaged in "actuality" coverage operate under quite

different conditions, and are subject to much closer scrutiny than those

engaged in output of a less sensitive nature. 	 Indeed, given that

current affairs output often provides the journalist with greater

licence to go beyond the "established facts" than those engaged in news

output, it is likely that, even within "actuality" coverage, the

conditions under which journalists work may vary. 
(8)	

Moreover, as we

have seen in the previous chapter, it is through news and current

affairs output that the British media most clearly dispense their

responsibility to inform the public in an objective and impartial

manner.	 And it is these professional and institutional goals of

objectivity and impartiality,which journalists claim to uphold in their

reporting of social and political events, that have provided outside

observers with a standard against which their performance may be judged.

The final observation to be made about this material is that, by

and large, it has also tended to concentrate on television rather than

the press.	 This is particularly true of the analyses examined under

the "anti-terrorist" perspective and, to a lesser extent, it is also

the case with the main body of material examined under the "critical"

perspective.	 Two reasons would appear to stand out for this

concentration.	 First, television with its enormous audiences and its

combination of immediacy and visual impact, is generally considered to



-83-

be the most powerful and influential section of the media. 	 Furthermore,

the broadcasting institutions are legitimated by an ideology of

"independence" and public service and have a clearly defined

responsibility to maintain balance and impartiality in their treatment

of important political and social issues.

The "critical" perspective

the broadcaster's role is twofold. 	 It is to
ensure that a democratic society has the full
information, through accurate and comprehensive
coverage of news, upon which to base its decisions.
It is, secondly, to ensure that a fair and free
forum is maintained for the discussion of issues of
importance.	 In deciding what is important, and
what is relevant, for inclusion in news bulletins
and in discussion programmes, the broadcasting
editor has, as clear reference points, the twin
concepts of democracy and the rule of law. It is
not his duty, or his right, to editorialise on the
question of democracy, to advocate its virtues or
attack its detractors. 	 But he has a firm duty to
see that society is not endangered either because
it is inadequately informed, or because the crucial
issues of the day have not been so probed and
debated as to establish the truth.(9)

As I have argued in the previous chapter, the British media have

evolved a definition of themselves as vital organs of public

enlightenment; they have taken upon themselves a responsibility to

inform the electorate, to provide it with all the information necessary

for it to make rational decisions on issues of social and political

importance.	 This section draws together analyses on broadcasting and

the press which challenge at various levels, and with varying degrees

of intensity, the validity of these claims in relation to media

coverage of Northern Ireland.	 Existing studies raise questions not

only about the media's claim to provide an accurate and comprehensive

account of events in the Six Counties, but also the media's claim to

occupy a neutral and objective position in relation to the state. 	 In

order to avoid unnecessary duplication of studies containing similar



_8L+_.

conclusions, those studies which merely support rather than add to the

basic arguments laid down in this section will be referred to in the

footnotes only.

The British media and Northern Ireland pre-1968

I think that we, the BBC, and the press as a whole, will
be held guilty of not having warned the people of what
was going to happen in Northern Ireland in the late
Sixties.	 There was a total silence about what went on
in Ulster during those years, and when the explosion
occurred, in 1969, people were dumbfounded.	 I think also
that there have been other areas where we have been less
than good.	 But Northern Ireland's a classic case where -
partly because of my own background knowledge - there was
a conspiracy of silence in the BBC and in the media
generally.	 And the historians will charge us with that
I susPect.(10)	

(Alasdair Milne, BBC)

Though, as the above comment by the then Assistant Director General

of the BBC suggests, it is now widely acknowledged that, prior to the

outbreak of' the present round of troubles, the British media had tended

to ignore events in Northern Ireland, there has been little detailed

research as to the precise factors which contributed to this policy.

Anthony Smith's study, which traces the role of the broadcasting

organisations both before and during the early years of' the present

conflict, remains to date the most detailed account of the BBC's

involvement in Northern Ireland politics between l92 L+ and l97l.

Given that Smith's study provides one of the few detailed accounts of

the role of the British media in the period prior to 1968, much of what

follows draws heavily from it.

British broadcasting, in the shape of the BBC, first caine to

Northern Ireland's newly created state in 1924.	 From the start, Smith

notes, it was to be heavily influenced by the special political problems

pertaining in the Six Counties - problems which in effect flowed from

the very nature of the state itself.	 While elsewhere, the BBC operated
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within a society which enjoyed a political consensus, in Northern

Ireland it did not.	 Partition had created a state whose very

legitimacy was denied by as much as forty per cent of its inhabitants.

The problem facing the broadcasters, Smith argues, was how they should

position themselves in relation to these contending forces. 	 In other

words, what role could, and should, the BBC perform in a society where

there was no general agreement as to the nature and legitimacy of the

state, and no general intellectual or political gravity? 	 As Smith

writes, from the start the broadcasters were hampered by what he calls

the "religion of objectivity" which required them above all to "reflect"

rather than "provoke":

The basic problem for the broadcasting authorities
was to prevent the coverage on radio or television of
political or social events from being itself the cause
of further events.	 The BBC ... has always been shy of
committing any act that can be construed as outright
interference in the world it is observing.	 But in a
province as tightly controlled as Northern Ireland,
living in a sense an artificial political life based
on the suppression of a series of social forces by
means of manipulated boundaries and police powers, it
was difficult to provide any kind of broadcast coverage
(in an organisation committed to objectivity) which
failed to arouse tempers and invoke the ever-latent
spirit of civil commotion.	 Broadcasting in such a
context is inevitably an agent of political action:
the facts under observation could only continue in
existence if they remained unrePorted.(12)

Smith's analysis of the period from 1924 onwards reveals how British

broadcasters dealt with this dilemma first by avoidance and then

increasingly by retreat.

Until 1959 broadcasting in the Six Counties was entirely in the

hands of the BBC, and as an institution it was firmly entrenched in the

Unionist hierarchy. 	 As Gerald Beadle, a former station master in

Northern Ireland was to recall:

mine was the task of consolidation, which meant building
the BBC into the lives of the people of the province and
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making it one of their public institutions ... I was
invited to become a member of the Ulster Club; the
Governor, the Duke of Abercorn, was immensely helpful
and friendly, and Lord Craigavon, the Prime Minister,
was a keen supporter of our work.	 In effect, I was
made a member of the Establishment of a province which
has most of' the paraphernalia of' a sovereign state and
a population no bigger than a moderate sized English
city. (13)

Being part of the Establishment, however, demands a degree of

loyalty, not least to its social and political goals, its institutions,

and its particular view of the world. 	 As Smith notes, what was

expected of the BBC and its hierarchy in its handling of events in the

North was quickly made clear to Beadle - in much the same way as it was

to be made clear to his successor. 	 In 1926 Beadle's decision to

celebrate St. Patrick's day brought a storm of protest from Unionists

and his drama department was attacked for using "southern" accents in

some of' its plays.	 Following a pattern that was to be repeated many

times over the coming years, these protests were to be sufficient to

bring the BBC to heel.	 From then on, Smith argues, Beadle's policy

was to act as if' the "Border was an Atlantic coast". 	 In terms of'

broadcasting policy, this meant that all events South of' the border

were to be studiously ignored.

During the l930s and l940s under G.L. Marshall, the BBC's policy on

Northern Ireland was "to keep an iron grip on all local news and allow

nothing to go out which suggested that anything in Northern Ireland

(14)
could or would ever change". 	 This policy was made all the easier

due to the fact that all the BBC's news came from a locally owned - hence

Unionist - news agency.	 Marshall demanded, and was given, the right

to be consulted by all departments of the BBC on any matter which

related to Northern Ireland in any way. 	 In effect, Smith notes:

the chief in Belfast came to act as a kind of censor
over the whole of the BBC's output from London both
in its domestic and overseas services, and naturally
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this tended to give a Unionist tinge to everything
that came out. 1

The net effect of this policy was that the problems facing the

nationalist minority were completely ignored. 	 Despite the obstacles

to the full enjoyment of civil rights, the excesses of the gerrymander,

and the open discrimination in housing and employment, the plight of

the nationalist community rarely surfaced as a topic on British radio

and television.

The BBC's monopoly over broadcasting was to be broken in 1959 with

the arrival of ITV.	 The emergence of commercial broadcasting and the

element of competition it introduced into broadcasting had the effect

of liberalising the broadcasting institutions - even though ITV had

strong links with the Unionist Party. 	 However, despite a degree of

relaxation, broadcasting was still acutely sensitive when it came to

the internal politics of the North, and the plight of the nationalist

community continued to be studiously ignored.	 Curtis notes how, prior

to 1968, only two programmes on the political situation in the North

were transmitted on national television, and how, in 1966, a Tonight

reporter was reputed to have left the BBC because he was refused

permission to make a film on gerrymandering. 	 With the exception of a

Sunday Times report on discrimination published in 1966, she notes, the

record of the British press was scarcely any better.

Cathcart, in his study of BBC Northern Ireland, has also argued

that the BBC was generally supportive of the Unionist regime, and that it

effectively ignored the existence of the Catholic community and the

nationalist opposition. 7	According to Cathcart:

Overall the BBC programme policy in Northern Ireland
remained what it had definitely become in 1948: the
building of political consensus in a divided society.
Such a policy involved, in effect, accentuating the
positive in community relations, stressing that which
was held or suffered in common. 	 It was unlikely to
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draw too much attention to that which divided.(18)

The growing strength of the civil rights movement in the latter

half of 1968 and the response it was to elicit from sections of the

majority community, however, was to prove a rude awakening in the

taken-for-granted world of British broadcasting.	 Tottering on the

brink of open communal violence, events in the Six Counties could no

longer be ignored.	 How then did newspapers and television accommodate

events in Northern Ireland in the post-1968 period?

The British media and Northern Ireland post-1968

Generally speaking, the British media were initially sympathetic

to the demands of the minority community which they reported with

conventional liberal appeals to social justice and equality. 	 Kirkaldy,

in his study of British press reporting, quoted the following editorial

from the Daily Mail, which he found to be typical of the coverage

accorded to the civil rights campaign:

It is nearly 25 years since the rest of Britain
decided that everyone over 21, not just householders
and businessmen, should be able to vote for his local
council ... It is intolerable that council houses
should be allocated for reasons of religion and not
of poverty.	 It is intolerable that Catholics should
be denied an equal chance of a job.(19)

In his study of British press reporting between 1968 and 1971,

McCann also notes the general sympathy accorded to the civil rights

movement in the British press. 	 As a consequence, McCann noted, British

photographers and journalists tended to be well received in Catholic

areas; harassed and on occasions physically attacked in Paisleyite

(20)
demonstrations.

This initial support for the civil rights movement was, however, to

prove shortlived. 	 Even before the entry of the army in August, 1969,

the British media's attitude to events in the North had begun to harden.
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Kirkaldy describes how frustration over the lack of Catholic gratitude

for the reforms grudgingly conceded by Stormont, annoyance at continuing

Protestant intransigence, and a growing lack of comprehension (except in

terms of Irish insanity) as the violence escalated, combined to bring

about a distinct anti-Irish tone in many newspaper reports. 	 As early

as January, 1969, Kirkaldy notes how a Daily Express editorial

complained that: ttMany of these demonstrators could not care less about

civil rights.	 They are either hooligans looking for a punch-up or

anarchists with a grudge against society". 21	McCann also noted how

this tendency to blame the continuing violence on sinister forces

(usually the IRA) became more pronounced in the period following the

entry of the army. (22)

As the political situation in the North continued to deteriorate in

the weeks and months following the entry of the army, the British media

were again faced with a dilemma in their reporting of events in the Six

Counties.	 At the heart of this dilemma were two separate but

inter-related developments.	 First, nationalists, who had initially

welcomed the army as their protectors, increasingly came to view them in

the same light as the Black and Tans - that is as an instrument by which

the Unionists maintained their political ascendancy. 	 Secondly, and

related to this process of Catholic alienation, was the entry of the IRA

into armed conflict with the British army. 	 The dilemma facing the media

was as follows: given that the conflict in the North was not in any

conventional sense a 'war", how was it to be handled? 	 In other words,

how did broadcasting and the press position itself in relation to the

contending forces: the British state, the majority community which

conditionally supported it, and the nationalist minority which opposed

it? The history of the British media from 1969 onwards has largely

been a story of how it has sought to resolve this dilemma and the

consequences this has had for its coverage of events in the North.
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How this dilemma has been resolved by the British media has again

been most clearly documented in relation to broadcasting. 	 Indeed,

there is very little detailed information available on how the press

have resolved this dilemma at an editorial level, and one of the key

objectives of my own study is to come to some understanding of how

newspapers have sought to resolve it.

According to the "critical" perspective, confronting the problems

of reporting civil disorder in Northern Ireland has produced a

progressive tightening of editorial cOntrol within the British media

and, in the process, has significantly reduced the political space in

which journalists are able to address events in the North.

Smith notes how, as the political crisis in the North deepened,

the role of Controller Northern Ireland (a position which carried with

it the right to opt out of programmes whose content was considered

politically unsuitable for transmission in the North) became more

prominent.	 Reporters from news and current affairs, sound and vision,

working out of London, were expected to work from the Controller's

office under a high degree of supervision.	 The BBC's policy was to

transmit all programmes nationally where possible; it therefore sought

not to produce material for the UK which was so inflammatory that the

Controller decided to opt out.	 Smith notes how the Director General

instructed producers not to do anything that might provoke the

Controller into such action. 	 In effect, editorial control was shifted

from the programme level to that of the Controller. (23)

Significant shifts in the BBC's editorial policy were to continue

as the crisis deepened with the imposition of internment without trial

and the escalation of the IRA's campaign against the army. 	 Schlesinger,

in his detailed study of BBC news, 24 argues that over the years the

BBC has adopted what he terms a "public order" broadcasting policy on
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Northern Ireland.	 This policy, according to Schlesinger, consists of

three important elements.	 First, there is a general support for the

British Army and the RUC and their role in law enforcement in the North.

Second, there is a negative evaluation of extremism and "terrorism", and

of the IRA in particular, which is presented as the principal threat to

order and stability. 	 Finally, there is a view of the need for

"responsible" coverage of the conflict, which requires especial

sensitivity to criticism of the supposed inflammatory effect of

broadcasting.

The basis of this policy, Schlesinger argues, was laid down during

the course of 1971 as the BBC found itself increasingly under attack

over its coverage of events in the North.	 Schlesinger describes how,

during the course of 1971, primarily as a response to external criticism,

the BBC began to adopt in greater detail policy guidelines for dealing

with the conflict.	 These guidelines, he suggests, not only inhibited

investigative journalism, but also brought the BBC's definition of the

conflict increasingly into line with that of the state. 	 At the heart

of this system of internal control, the author notes, was the demand

that alleditors, producers and reporters, wishing to produce items on

Northern Ireland, have to take their requests to the highest editorial

levels of their organisations. 	 This demand, he writes, "set Northern

Ireland into a special category, one in which reference upwards was a

'routine' part of news production practice") 26	Schlesinger also

details how the political sensitivity surrounding Northern Ireland has

prompted the BBC to dispense with its conventional commitment to

"impartiality" in its coverage of the conflict in the North.

So successful was this internal control system to prove that the

BBC saw no reason to alter or strengthen it until 1979, following

another bout of external criticism over its reporting.	 Curtis notes
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how, in 1979, in the wake of criticism over its decision to film an IRA

roadblock at Carrickmore, the BBC issued new guidelines which tightened

up the consultation process and further strengthened the role of

Controller Northern Ireland's strategic importance in controlling output

on Northern Ireland.	 According to Curtis, the reference upwards system

as presently formulated has functioned to sanitise broadcasting output

on Northern Ireland of material likely to cause criticism:

The reference upwards system acts firstly as a filter
removing t undesirable' programmes or items at an early
stage and, in theory, eliminating the need for
embarrassing acts of censorship. 	 Secondly, it is an
early warning system, so that if a 'sensitive' programme
is allowed through ... not only can it be checked and
double checked, but also the upper echelons can prepare
themselves for the inevitable onslaught from the right. (27)

These restrictions do not only apply to news and current affairs or

to proposed interviews with members of illegal organisations - though

their impact has been particularly significant in these areas. 	 From

the very beginning there has always been intense sensitivity at the top

of broadcasting about the danger presented by all forms of output,

particularly plays and historical documentaries.	 In 1980, for example,

the Sunday Times reported on Harlech television's decision to suppress

a documentary dealing with events in Ireland 60 and 300 years ago.

The programme, which consisted of' a series of interviews with nine

Irish men and women who fought against the British in 1916 and 1918,

was considered to be so politically sensitive that the company sold the

rights of the film (costing an estimated £30,000) to its director for

£1, on the condition that every reference to Harlech was removed from

the credits and the director would not reveal which company had

financed the project. 	 According to the paper:

Harlech's manoeuvre will be seen as perhaps the most
extreme example yet of television's sensitivity on
Northern Ireland.	 It will also be interpreted as
yet another example of the lengths television
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companies will go to to avoid giving offence, as
their licences come up for re_allocation.(28)

Curtis provides clear evidence of how sensitive the broadcasting

authorities have been on the issue of Northern Ireland irrespective of

the form it takes.	 According to a list compiled by the author, over

forty programmes ranging from Top of the Pops to Panorama have been

banned, censored, or delayed on all four channels between 1959 and

1983.(29)	 The range of programmes included in this list gives some

indication of the scrutiny applied across the spectrum of broadcasting

output.

According to the "critical" perspective, the ramifications of the

system of internal control presently operating within British

broadcasting, and the political sensitivity surrounding the issue of

Northern Ireland in general, has been most acutely felt at the point of

news and current affairs production. 	 Schlesinger, Murdock and Elliott

point to how the tight controls presently operating within broadcasting

have meant that certain topics are virtually off-limits and that

reporters and producers have to make immense efforts to persuade the

(30)
broadcasting authorities to pursue them. 	 Curtis, commenting on a

similar theme, notes how the need to argue at length over programme

suggestions and the political fuss that this may often incur, has

increased the tendency towards self-censorship within broadcasting.

In an age when job security is likely to be foremost in the minds of

many journalists, Curtis suggests, the desire not to rock the boat is

likely to be more pronounced:

The 'reference upwards' procedure, and the knowledge
that Ireland spells trouble, also acts as a deterrent
to career-conscious TV journalists, many of whom are
especially vulnerable because they are employed on
short-term contract. 	 As has been seen, for every
programme that gets banned, there are probably 20
that are never made.
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What then, according to the "critical" perspective, have been the

consequences of these developments for the kinds of information made

available to the public on the issue of Northern Ireland? 	 How well, if

at all, have newspapers and television ckt&	 with their

responsibility to provide the public with the information necessary for

it to arrive at a rational and informed understanding of the conflict

taking place in the Six Counties?

Northern Ireland as news: enlightenment or obfuscation?

According to the "critical" perspective, in its efforts to avoid

controversy in its reporting of Northern Ireland, the British media, and

broadcasting in particular, have tended to restrict their news coverage

to the symptoms of the Irish conflict rather than its causes. 	 In the

main it has been violence, rather than the socio-political factors that

give rise to it, that has provided the dominant theme for news coverage.

In his detailed analysis of the coverage accorded to Northern Ireland by

the British, Irish and Northern Irish media, Philip Elliott found that

most of the stories carried by the British media were about violence

(32)	 .
and law enforcement.	 During the periods examined in his study (each

of which contained a major election in an attempt to maxirnise the level

of political reporting), such stories accounted for 72 per cent of the

coverage accorded to Northern Ireland by national television, 58 per

cent of the coverage in the quality press, and 65 per cent in the

popular press.	 In all, only a third of the stories dealt with

politics and other matters. 	 Elliott contrasted this approach with that

of the Irish media which not only carried more stories about the North

(a ration of about 5 to 1) but were also much more concerned with the

political dimension.	 The British media's preoccupation with

violence and its related issues has also been noted by Blumler,

Curtis, 
(36) 

Kirkaldy, 37 and Schlesinger. (38)
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Furthermore, according to these studies, news coverage has not

only concentrated on violence to the exclusion of politics, it has also

tended to present violent incidents in a decontextualised form with

little, if' any, attempt being made to go beyond the immediate details

of given incidents or to place them within an analytical framework.

As early as 1971, Blumler, in one of the earliest attempts to provide

a systematic analysis of the coverage accorded to Northern Ireland,

noted that television news bulletins were failing to explain what was

(39)
happening in the North.	 According to Blumler, when the battle on

the ground (to which 26 of the 46 items carried by television during the

sample period were devoted) surfaced as an item on television news:

It was mainly strategic assessments that were neglected:
the impact of army measures on IRA resources; the nature
of the propaganda (as distinct from the physical) campaign
which the IRA was waging; Catholic attitudes to the IRA
and the army; the balance of military and political
priorities in official policy and the factors that may
determine its success or failure; and the pressures
exerted by other political forces in both Eire and Ulster.
In other words, the television news bulletins tended to
ignore much that could give some point and meaning to the
ceaseless struggle. (40)

Commenting on a similar theme, Elliott was also to find that in its

efforts to steer clear of controversy broadcasting news was largely

limited to what could be covered using a "factual and objective style

of reporting" which was preoccupied with the who, what, where and when

of given incidents, and which left "background and significance to take

care of themselvestl)4U	 Furthermore, as well as being descriptive and

non-explanatory, Elliott noted that violence was presented in such a way

as to be both simple and of imemdiate human interest. 	 "Simplicity",

Elliott argues:

involves both a lack of explanation and a lack of
historical perspective; human interest, a concentration
on the particular detail of incidents and the personal
characteristics of those involved.(42)
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According to Elliott this style of reporting has two main

consequences.	 First, by concentrating on the known facts and human

interest aspects of given events, it excludes much of that which could

give some meaning or sense to those events and thereby makes political

violence less, rather than more, explicable; the result is a continuing

procession of senseless violent episodes. 	 Secondly, it increases the

dependency of journalists on those sources best suited to providing

information in this form.	 Elliott found in the British media a

"reliance on official sources to provide accounts of incidents, to

identify victims and attribute vio1ence". 43	This led Elliott to

contrast the British media's reliance upon official information sources

with that of the Irish papers which "often went further, not just

printing alternatives but dropping versions, including the official

versions, they no longer believed and taking on themselves the

responsibility of pointing the reader in the right direction".45

A similar point was made by Chibnall, who found that the immense

pressure on journalists in Northern Ireland to accept "official"

versions of events, together with a dependency on official information

services and particularly those run by the army and police, has made

them highly susceptible to official policies of misinformation)46

The form these policies have taken and their consequences for news

coverage will be returned to in some detail in Chapter Six and need not

detain us here.

In its coverage of Northern Ireland, Elliott also found a

preoccupation within the British media with events on the mainland as

compared with those occurring in the Six Counties. 	 This tendency was

most pronounced in the coverage accorded to the bombing of two pubs in

Guildford which occurred during the first sampled period.	 Elliott

found that the Guildford bombings received nearly twice as much space


