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A new and disquieting twist to 
an old tactic has emerged in the 
current presidential campaign. 

Ever since the press began to 
play an increasingly vital r�le in 
carrying on the debate and discus­
sion that are the lifeblood of de­
mocracy, politicians have often 
found it advantageous to score 
points against the media, fashioning 
themselves as underdogs and accus­
ing reporters and commentators of 
bias, distortion, and even 
malevolence. 

Media-baiting has become a sta­
ple of the great game· of politics, 
something that all of the players ex­
pect and, when it is kept to a nor­
mal level, that they take in strid�. 
But now the limits of sportsmanship 
are being broken regularly, fore­
shadowing a dangerous change in 
the game itself. 

Since World War II the media 
often have been called "the fourth 
branch of government," not only 
providing the public with infor�a­
tion on political affairs, but also tn· 
vestigating and exposing abuses of 
public trust and, most importantly, 
defining and highlighting issues, 
and holding politicians and officials 
accountable for their positions on 
them. 

The critical service that the 
electronic and print media perform 
in focusing discussion is neither ac­
cidental nor the result of a grab for 
power. In a society as complex, di· 
verse and divided as ours there 
must be some mechanism for sort­
ing out issues and placing them in 
an order of priority so that citizens 
will be able to exercise properly 
their responsibility for choosing 
among competing political alterna­
tives. The press has become our 
great sorting mechanism, bringing 
some order to the chaos of demands 
by special interests and the varied 
challenges to public decision at 
hQme and abroad. 

The philosopher Alfred North 
Whitehead taught that the first step 
we must take in grasping the world 
is to gain a sense of importance, an 
order of priority within the vast ar· 
ray of data that bombard u�. T�e 
news media are instrumental m gi�­
ing us that sense of importance m 
the world of public affairs. 

But the service of agenda set­
ting also carries power with it. The 
media do indeed constitute a fourth 
branch of government, playin� �n 
indispensable political �le w1 thm 
large industrial democracies, whose 
citizens cannot communicate direct· 
ly with each other. 

And the media's political func­
tion which is not partisan but 
brings divergent partisans to a co�­
mon �ound for debate. has ma�e 1 t  
exceedingly vulnerable to  partisan 
attack. 

When Dan Rather interviewed 
George Bush on CBS News he was 
performing the public role �f the 
press in defining a sense of impor­
tance and holding a politician ac­
countable for his deeds and posi· 
tions. Whatever Rather's personal 
failings as an interviewer - per· 
haps he was too abrasive, summary 
and even arrogant - the deeper is· 
sue is whether he was justified in 
probing the vice president's. c�n­
duct in the Iran-contra affair ln· 

stead of feeding him questions on 
his major campaign themes. 

We might imagine what our 
public debate would be like if we 
didn't have agents in the media who 
took the initiative and responsibil­
ity to set agendas independent of 
the preferences of partisan 
adversaries. 

We would simply get a repro­
duction of the chaos of our complex 
society without any help in bringing 
it to focus and clarity. Politicians 
would get a free ride on the air­
waves, but each one of us would be 
left to ourselves to discern some 
common ground, and we would nev­
er find it. 

Rather was our representative 
when he interviewed Bush. Some of 
us may disagree with his sense of 

importance, but we shout� realize 
the public significance of his role. 

The danger to our democra!ic 
process does not lie in the med!a, 
but in the abuse by politicians of it.s 
agenda-setting function. 

In the aftermath of the Bush­
Rather confrontation i� become.sclear that the vice president . cym­
cally welcomed the ?P��umty �o
be questioned on an 1mt�t1.ng topic
so that he could make political cap· 
ital out of playing the victim �f me· 
dia bullying. It appears that his d�­
clared desire to speak about h!s campaign was merely rh�tonc 
aimed at exploiting the interview. 

Gary Hart has mounted a pres.i·dential campaign on the same bas1.sof media-bashing, contriving an art1· 
ficlal underdog image. We can ex· 

pect politicians to take �dvanta.ge of
every opportunity to gam pubhc at· 
tention and sympathy, but we 
should recognize that in the process 
they are impairing a vital function 
of democracy. 

The press in America has great 
power, but it is mainly the power to 
serve us by forming a public climate 
of opinion. If we respond with mis­
placed sympathy to the efforts of 
politicians and officials to  cast 
themselves as victims of a malevo­
lent media, the press eventually 
will take heed and will begin to ex­
ercise less initiative and 
responsibility. 

We must ask ourselves if we are 
prepared to forfeit our public 
means to achieve a sense of 
importance. o 


