Affirmative: Journalistic Integrity

Affirmative Case: Journalistic Integrity
By Peter Jacob

Resolved: A Free Press ought to prioritize objectivity over advocacy.

This case focuses on what priority a Free Press ought to have, as the actor of the resolution. The internal standard of journalistic integrity is all that prevents Free Press from completely misleading the public. Prioritizing objectivity is the best way to ensure that journalists and publishers maintain journalistic integrity. 

Simply put, reporting should be accurate and true. Prioritizing advocacy over objectivity threatens to mislead the public by conflating opinion (or speculation) with fact. Continued abuse of the truth leads to the public losing faith in the Press as an institution and cutting themselves off from critical information sources. This case takes a practical perspective on the resolution, but does require some theorizing on what the purpose Free Press serves in disseminating information. 










Introduction

How do you know what is going on in the world? While we may trust our family, friends and neighbors to inform us of the goings on in our immediate circles, we must rely on a Free Press to bring us news of the world. Whether it is a newspaper on your doorstep, a smartphone in your hand, or a talk show host, we all rely on a Free Press for information. And that information, before anything else, must be reliable. Which is why I am Resolved: A free press ought to prioritize objectivity over advocacy. 

Before we go any further, let’s be clear on some 
Definitions:
Free Press is defined by Dictionary.com as “a body of book publishers, news media, etc., not controlled or restricted by government censorship in political or ideological matters.” Free Press, Dictionary.com (last accessed Aug. 8, 2022) (https://www.dictionary.com/browse/free-press).
Objectivity is defined by Merriam-Webster dictionary as “The quality or character of being objective: lack of favoritism toward one side or another: [and] freedom from bias.” Objectivity, Merriam-Webster (last accessed Aug. 8, 2022) (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/objectivity). Merriam Webster has been publishing dictionaries since 1847, and the Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary is a unique online-only reference, which was originally based on Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition.
Advocacy is defined by Merriam-Webster dictionary as “the act or process of supporting a cause or proposal: The Act or process of advocating something.” Advocacy, Merriam-Webster (last accessed Aug. 8, 2022) (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/advocacy). Merriam Webster has been publishing dictionaries since 1847, and the Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary is a unique online-only reference, which was originally based on Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition.

With those out of the way, it is worth discussing one point of general resolution analysis:


Resolution Analysis: A Free Press must be free.

Our resolution specifies that we are discussing what a free press ought to prioritize. We are not discussing what the press should prioritize when it is being censored or controlled by the state. Examples of state-controlled press propaganda, for example, tell us nothing about the choices a free press should make.

Value: Journalistic Integrity

Simply put, the resolution asks us whether a free press should focus first on avoiding bias and favoritism, or supporting specific causes. I think the obvious answer is that they should avoid bias. Journalists and news outlets are supposed to be fair and honest. It is the foundational principle of journalism. Which is why my value is Journalistic Integrity. Using the definitions of Journalistic and Integrity, from Cambridge Dictionary, we can define Journalistic Integrity as the quality of being honest and having strong moral principles that you refuse to change in the work of a journalist. 

Journalistic Integrity Collocation, Cambridge Dictionary (last accessed Aug. 8, 2022) (https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/example/english/journalistic-integrity). “Journalistic, adjective, relating to the work of a journalist or journalists. Integrity, noun, the quality of being honest and having strong moral principles that you refuse to change.” Cambridge University Press has been publishing dictionaries since 1995. Its dictionaries also includes collocations; phrases or pairs of words often used together.
Journalistic Integrity requires that a Free Press report honestly, without twisting, omitting, or exaggerating facts.

My value link, or reason to uphold this value as paramount, is that journalistic integrity encompasses the very purpose of a free press: To act as a conduit between the public and current events. A Free Press is meant to provide widespread access to information about current events that the public might not otherwise be able to learn about. Practicing integrity in the reporting of those events ensures that the information the public gets is trustworthy and accurate. Abandon Journalistic Integrity, or place any other value higher, and the press fails its primary purpose.

Contention 1: Prioritizing objectivity upholds Journalistic Integrity.

Objectivity is the cornerstone of journalistic integrity. How can we trust the news if it is not objective? We can’t. But when the press is objective, when it avoids favoritism and bias, journalistic integrity is upheld. The unbiased truth is valuable in and of itself, but society also recognizes the value of objectivity in other ways.

Application 1: Libel Laws

As far back as colonial days, newspaper publishers could be charged with the crime of libel for printing slanderous articles. But the primary exception to the crime of libel is when the slanderous article is actually true. In 1735, one of the very first trials for criminal libel in the new world, a newspaper publisher named John Peter Zenger was acquitted by a jury because the articles he published criticizing the governor were true. Even though he was making an important point, he did not display favoritism or bias. Because his advocacy never came before his objectivity. Centuries later, the Free Press is still protected from charges of libel, so long as they prioritize objectivity by properly investigating their claim and not reporting falsehoods. In other words, so long as they uphold journalistic integrity.

Contention 2: Prioritizing advocacy over objectivity compromises Journalistic Integrity.

When Free Press prioritizes advocacy over objectivity it risks losing a foundation in truth, and journalistic integrity. While advocacy is not inherently a bad thing, journalistic advocacy must be grounded in objectivity, as the baseline. When Free Press prioritizes advocacy over objectivity, journalistic integrity fails. And the best reflector of whether journalists possess integrity is whether the public trusts them. When journalists place advocacy first, public faith plummets.

Application 1: Partisan Media Reporting

It is no secret that modern American news has become partisan, and that news outlets tend to favor one side over another. Mass media has placed such a high priority on advocacy, that news outlets are primarily categorized by their political affiliation. CNN is liberal, Fox News is conservative, Wall Street Journal is libertarian, etc. But poll after poll shows that the partisan nature of American news has eroded public faith in the integrity and accuracy of journalism across the board.
Oliver Knox, Let’s look at trust in the news media and ‘equal’ coverage, The Washington Post (July 21, 2022) (https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/07/21/lets-look-trust-news-media-equal-coverage/). Olivier Knox is National Political Correspondent and Anchor of The Daily 202. He previously hosted a national SiriusXM show focused on politics and policy. Before that, he covered politics and policy at Yahoo News and at Agence France-Presse.
In 2022, a Gallup poll reported that more than a third of Americans have NO faith in mass media because they do not report news “fully, accurately and fairly.”
Megan Brenan, Americans’ Trust in Media Remains Near Record Low, GALLUP (Oct. 18, 2022) (https://news.gallup.com/poll/403166/americans-trust-media-remains-near-record-low.aspx). Megan Brenan is a research consultant at Gallup, a widely respected non-partisan global analytics firm. “At 34%, Americans' trust in the mass media to report the news ‘fully, accurately and fairly’ is essentially unchanged from last year and just two points higher than the lowest that Gallup has recorded, in 2016 during the presidential campaign.”
The link could not be clearer. A free press that puts advocacy over objectivity loses journalistic integrity in the eyes of its audience. And that can have disastrous consequences, leading to ignorance, echo chambers, and the societal problems that those consequences create. A good example of this can be seen in my second application.









Application 2: Alex Jones and the Sandy Hook Shootings

In the wake of the 2012 mass shooting at Sandy Hook elementary school, talk show personality and conspiracy theorist Alex Jones told his viewers that the entire tragedy had been staged–the grieving parents were actors, there were no dead children, and the entire story was a ploy to confiscate guns.
Elizabeth Williamson, Here’s what Jones has said about Sandy Hook, The New York Times (Sept. 28, 2022) (https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/22/us/politics/heres-what-jones-has-said-about-sandy-hook.html). Elizabeth Williamson is a feature writer in the Washington bureau. She has worked for the Wall Street Journal and Washington Post, and is the author of ‘Sandy Hook: An American Tragedy and the Battle for Truth.’ “Mr. Jones’s Sandy Hook commentary went on for years. Here is a small sampling of what he said: ‘My gut is, with the timing and everything that happened, this is staged. And you know I’ve been saying the last few months, get ready for big mass shootings, and then magically, it happens.’ ‘Folks, we got to get private investigators up to Sandy Hook right now. Because I’m telling you this — this stinks to highest heaven.’ ‘We’re sorry for everybody’s losses, whatever. We’re investigating this, though.’ ‘It’s as phony as a $3 bill.’ ‘You’ve got parents laughing — ‘hahaha’ — and then they walk over to the camera and go ‘boo hoo hoo,’ and not just one but a bunch of parents doing this and then photos of kids that are still alive they said died? I mean, they think we’re so dumb.’ ‘Why did Hitler blow up the Reichstag — to get control! Why do governments stage these things — to get our guns! Why can’t people get that through their head?’ ‘I watched the footage, and it looks like a drill.’”
These harmful lies prompted his viewers to harass and threaten the victim’s families with phone calls, social media insults, physical confrontations, and sometimes even death threats. Alex Jones was eventually forced to pay more than 1.4 billion dollars in a lawsuit brought by the families he harmed. Had Jones prioritized objectivity in his reporting, rather than prioritizing his favored narrative, he never would have caused that harm. Had he valued his journalistic integrity, he would have prioritized objectivity.

It is because objectivity must be the first priority that I urge an affirmative ballot.
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