AEJ Presidential Address

A Plea for the University Tradition
By James W. Carey

»This is the first presidential address to be
presented to this association since 1972, and it
is, therefore, with some temerity that I rees-
tablish this interrupted tradition. I must admit
that it seemed like a much better idea last
summer when it was suggested to me than it
did during the last few months when I composed
it or today when I have to present it. | also
wish that this tradition could be reasserted by
someone more artful than myself. 1 have en-
couraged other presidents in recent years to do
so and so could hardly resist when it fell time
to take my own advice.

I have but two justifications for doing this.
First, I think it is a responsibility of office
to attempt to look beyond the headlines, beyond
the current concerns, to the deeper and more
enduring intellectual problems that face us,
and what better forum than the opening session
of this convention. Second, there are very few
other perquisites of this office. The opportuni-
ties for corruption are nil. There are no vi-
cuna coats, trips to romantic islands, await-
ing limousines, shoe boxes filled with cash,
call girls, call boys or call andrognynes. The
only gift is a couple of boxes of official station-
ery on which to write more letters than John
Adams and to recipients generally less sym-
pathetic and interested than Abigail. I had but
one flirtation with corruption and was saved
against my will. The mid-winter meeting was
held in Chicago at the Sheraton. The manage-
ment of the hotel, as is their practice I later
found out, delivered a gift box of scotch andw
bourbon, along with other consumables to the
parlor that intersected the rooms containing
myself, Harold Wilson and Quint Wilson. Our
payoff, I take it, for awarding them the business.
But before the Wilsons and myself could settle
in for a night of debauchery, the Teaching Stan-
dards Committee led by their intrepid chair-
man, Paul Peterson, appeared for a meeting and
thinking me an uncommonly generous president,
proceeded to pour the gift into themselves. As
Danny Kaye used to say, Sic Transit Gloria De-
Haven.

My title, “A Plea for the University Tradition™
alerts you at once that I want to deal with mat-
ters both intellectual and ethical. I hope that
will not surprise you, for my major interest in
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this association has always been in its contri-

bution to scholarship. In fact, I am of the belief
that we can succeed in any and every way—
bureaucratically, financially, politically---but
if we do not as a group make real contributions
to scholarship, then our achievement is so
much afflatus in a hurricane. It is easy to for-
get, particularly when you are president, en-
snared in the flypaper of this organization, and
seem to do nothing but assist in denuding the
forests of North America, that we are a scholar-
ly society. But it is something we forget at our
peril. And so I want to concentrate on a group
of vexing scholarly matters that simultaneously
demand intellectua! clarity, and ethical pre-
cision; matters that relate journalism and com-
munications as a scholarly pursuit to problems
of professional practice.

These same matters have occupied many
papers 1 previously presented in this assem-
bly and perhaps confirm for some of you that
thought Disracli directed at one of his oppo-
nents: “He was,” Disraeli said of his adver-
sary, “a man distinguished for his ignorance;
he had one idea and that was wrong.” And, final-
ly, I warn in advance that I would like to state
some views about education and the practice of
journalism and communications that many of
you may find distasteful. But I do so only be-
cause what I have to argue is, 1 think, of impor-
tance to the future vitality of this organization.
And if all this disarming talk still fails, I'll take
refuge once again in an old Irish adage: con-
tention, after all, is better than loneliness.

My argument, “A plea for the university tra-
dition,” is a truncated version of a much longer
paper on the problem of professionalism. There
is a danger, 1 fully realize, in presenting an
abbreviated version of a complex argument for
the dangers of misunderstanding are great.
Nonetheless, I am willing to risk them. But my
title and argument are not particularly original
cither. I lifted them, as I have lifted much else,
from the scholar in this field who has had the
most singular influence upon me: the Canadian
economist and historian Harold Innis. Innis
made his plea for the University tradition in a
paper delivered in 1944 at the University of
New Brunswick.! He recognized earlier than

' Harold Innis, “A Plea for the University Tradition,” The
Dathousie Review, 24:298-305 (1944-45).
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most that WW Il was merely prelude to the
Cold War. And he recognized that the relation-
ship built up during the War between the acade-
my and the state was to be the enduring one.
Once academics marched off to the State Depart-
ment or the War Department or, in our case,
the Office of War Information, it was going to
be hard to keep them down on the academic
farm: they were not likety to spiritually come
home. This new relationship threatened the in-
tegrity of scholarship and scholars as it made
learning almost totally an instrument of na-
tional and class interest. This servitude to the
state, a servitude as much spiritual as finan-
cial, threatened the historic independence of
scholarship and the loyaity of the scholar to
something greater than transient interests.

There was nothing particularly novel about
this argument; it was heard during and in the
aftermath of World War I, the war that con-
tributed the phrase “the treason of the intel-
lectuals” to our common language. But, as
you read Innis’s paper closely you come to
realize that he was concerned with more than
the effect of the state upon the university. He
was also concerned with the effect of the pro-
fessions. He recognized that each of the profes-
sions was attempting to capture the university,
each wished to turn its attention to practical
matters, to narrow its interests in life, and
make it a spokesman for professional interests.
Journalism presented a dual threat. First, it
was one of the professions that wished to embed
itself in and alter the nature of university edu-
cation. But, second, the media presented a
graver threat for collectively they unconsciously
wished to destroy a sense of time. The interests
of journalism, of the media, were in the happen-
ings of the day—the new, the novel, the original,
the news. The media represented, in Harold
Rosenberg’s wry phrase, “the tradition of the
new.” Under the force of the media, public
opinion lost its anchorage because the press
was obsessed with the immediate. The intense
concern with the present made the interest in
the past and future difficult to maintain and
cultivated fanaticism: a hyper-involvement with
those issues dominating headlines. Public opin-
ion shifted with rapidity, achieved an extraordi-
nary bitterness which soaked through every
strata of society. With that, toleration and re-
spect for other points of view disappeared; con-
tempt was democratized, debate and discussion
became menaces, all thought sank into simplic-
ities, even among the educated.

In the midst of this grim situation, the univer-
sity must act as an institution countervailing
against the power of the media. It must not
only oppose power with intelligence but keep
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alive styles of thoughts and forms of discourse
the powerful would extirpate. It must main-
tain the oral tradition, the ideals of public
life, the process of slow discussion, debate,
evidence and argument on which rationality
is founded.

So, Innis made a plea to his colleagues: pro-
tect the university tradition, defend it against
interests and specialisms that would over-
whelm it, maintain the general intellectual and
moral point of view, preserve a sense of his-
tory and the future. I want to make that same
plea.

Now all these arguments are contestable,
to be sure. But whatever their truth one
thing seems undeniable: there is an inherent
tension between the university tradition and
the professions the modern university serves.
I want to examine this inherent tension between
the university tradition and the practice of
journalism, a tension that often puts us be-
tween a rock and a hard place. Like many of
you 1 have existed, continue to exist, in both
worlds. 1 entered education from the media,
a brief career as a writer of just about every-
thing from political speeches through fiction
and news storiecs but mainly as a writer of
advertising, would you believe, of singing
commercials. I composed hymns to hemor-
rhoids, symphonies to soporifics. And with
that background 1 am a professor, engaged to
profess the truth. How does one do that? How
does one reconcile his life in the university with
the demands of professional practice? Can it
be done at all or must the truth be an inevitable
casualty to professional and commercial inter-
ests? I usually find European scholars some-
what bemused by what they take to be our ar-
rogant and naive belief that we can pull off
this miracle, and they come upon our occasional
achievements with the nonplussed apprehension
of one who has chanced upon a centaur and
finds himself temporarily without a field guide.

Well, I have worried a good deal all about
these matters and about our spinal crectness,
and today I'm going to follow the advice of
George Bernard Shaw: “If you can’t get the
skeleton out of the closet, you might as well
make it dance.” To set the waltz in motion
let me offer you some views on the history of
journalism education in relation to the profes-
sion.

L

The history of journalism education is part
of the history of the transformation of the
American university into a professional school,
and the transformation of American society
into a domain of professional power and ex-
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pertise. The history of journalism education is,
therefore, part of the story of the creation of
a new social class invested with enormous
power, and authority; part of the story of the
professionalization of “just about everyone”
and the enhancement of professional authority
and mystique.

Journalism education begins, for all prac-
tical purposes, when Joseph Pulitzer pressed
many dollars into the somewhat reluctant hands
of Columbia University. Pulitzer’s courtship
of Columbia lasted 12 years, and after an in-
itial outright refusal of his offer, his bequest
was accepted in [903. While Pulitzer was not
so keen on university education—he said that
“the best college was the college of the world™
and that he preferred “the university of exper-
ience”—he recognized the intimate relationship
between university education and the enhanced
status of journalists and journalism. At the
turn of the century American journalists were
an unlikely assortment of upwardly mobile
uneducated ethnics, prodigal sons of wealthy
parents, failed novelists, itincrant teachers
and marginal men. They were trained, as in
most other occupations, by an apprenticeship
system. While the printer had been the dominant
figure in early American journalism, and the
editor dominated much of the 19th century, by
the 20th century, power and influence were
passing to the reporter.2 But the reporter him-
self still was likely to have emerged from the
print shop, and no one mistook him for a man
ot letters. Reporters were like factory workers
and reporting was an upwardly mobile trade.
Pulitzer's aim in giving the money to Colum-
bia was to professionalize reporting and to
upgrade the status of journalists. The key ele-
ment in all this, it must be recognized, was
the expansion of the market for journalism.
In the decades just before and after the turn of
the century a series of economic and technolog-
ical changes radically lowered the cost of pro-
ducing newspapers while increasing the capac-
ity to rapidly distribute them. In addition, the
industry became increasingly adept at collect-
ing large amounts of information and bringing
it together before the reader in the form of an
encyclopedia from which he could select what-
ever he desired. In turn, the banner and the
headlines favored that news which would attract
the largest number of readers. Consequently,
news increased in value relative to both edi-
torials and advertising as the element which
attracted and held readers. This change in
content, in turn, enhanced the value and visibil-

2This formulation is persuasively presented by Robert So-
bel, The Manipulators, (Garden City, New York: Doubleday
and Co., 1976), Ch. 1.

ity of the reporter. Pulitzer’'s bequest was
aimed at improving the character and quality
of this new figure in journalism and, indirectly,
and this must be emphasized, at asserting
contro} over the reporter by instituting stan-
dards of writing, reporting, and ethical behav-
ior through professional education.

However, by the time Columbia opened in
1912 the center of journalism education had
passed to the state universities. Even there,
journalism education was far from welcomed.
The growth of schools of journalism was usual-
ly supported by and in some cases mandated
by state press associations and the political
clout they could muster. At the university
where 1 labored for many years, the Univer-
sity of Illinois, the original School of Journal-
ism was one of but two units in the university
that were not created by the Board of Trustees
but directly mandated by the state legislature.
In the 1870s and '80s one finds the first state-
ments of editors calling for the establishment
of schools of journalism as independent pro-
fessional schools. But the creation of these
professional schools did not occur until a co-
alition was formed between teachers of jour-
nalism and the state press association. And
this coalition did not form until journalism
teachers were blocked by the English depart-
ments that housed them from further develop-
ment of the curriculum. Thus, an uneasy part-
nership was created, decades after editors
started calling for the establishment of jour-
nalism schools, between the state press asso-
ciation and the journalism teacher in which
the quid pro quo was the power of the univer-
sity to enhance the image of professionalism.

This coalition, in turn, guaranteed that train-
ing in schools and departments of journalism
would be modelled on the community press.
This made them different, at least in theory,
than Pulitzer’s experiment. Pulitzer’s bequest
had emphasized the training of reporters and
even forbade the teaching of advertising, man-
agement and circulation. The state press asso-
ciations were made up of smaller, non-urban
newspapers, and on such papers the division of
labor that had occurred on large urban dailies
in response to the growth of the market did
not take place. As a result the roles of reporter,
editor, printer and business manager were
rolled into one on these smaller papers. And,
therefore, journalism schoois taught the pre-
sumed skills of this omnibus journalist rather
than concentrating on the skills of the reporter.
This in turn gave strong representation in the
curriculum to printing, advertising, editorial
writing and business management as part of a
technical education. It also had a consequence
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for the form of professionalism in journalism
schools, as we shall see in a moment. But even
where journalism education developed under the
protection of the state press association its
object was to promote professionalism—to
mark off a distinctive status for editors in the
general community of American business.
Again, a telling and artless little example from
the archives of the University of Illinois. In
1926, a year before the School of Journalism
opened in Urbana, the governor of llinois, Len
Small, received the following from the presi-
dent of the Nlinois Press Association:

Now then, the newspaper boys all know and greatly
appreciate your friendship for them and personally
| can see no one thing which you might do in their
behalf which would impress them with your sin-
cerity more than to use your influence with the
university authorities to bring about the establish-
ment of this department. I am confident that a word
from you to President Kinley would go far toward
attaining the end which every newspaperman in
this state desires, for if a department were ¢s-
tablished our profession would be given a national
prestige which this state does not now possess.}

As the quote testifies, schools of journalism,
and I am here making much of one example,
were less attempts to educate for a profession,
than to call one into existence—as if the wish
were father to the thought. But most critically,
perhaps, journalism education came at the tail
end of a long campaign to professionalize
American universities, to make them expres-
sions of the interests and status aspirations of
professional groups. In the decades following
the Civil War, professionalism became a cen-
tral tenet in the ideology of the middle class
and the university, in turn, became an extension
of the interest of that class. Education came
to be valued to the precise degree it led to a
professional career. The drive and dynamic
here was a political one. In the decades after
the Civil War the authority of the middle class
was creaking. The period of rapid urbanization
and emigration brought also widespread disor-
der, a mocking of civil and business authority,
the threat of machine politics and mob rule. An
answer to anticipated chaos was found in the
universities and professions and their relation-
ship. The new university was justified on the
basis of the non-partisan, objective and merit-
ocratic class it would create. In short, the pro-

I Letter dated September 14, 1926 from the files of the Col-
lege of Communications, University of 1linois.

*Burton J. Bledstein, The Culture of Professionalism, (New
York: W. W. Norton & Co.. 1976), p. 323. This eatire paragraph
relies heavily upon and paraphrases aspects of Bledstein's
argument.

3Quoted in Jbid, pp. 282-283.
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fessionalization of the university and *just
about everyone™ was not driven by a lust for
equality but what we have come to call a lust
for meritocracy. “It was guided by the belief
that only the accepted authority of an elite of
merit at the pinnacle of an active middle class
could control the crosswinds that blew Ameri-
can society in opposing directions in the late
19th centuty.™ That America was so much
more susceptible to the claims of professional
authority derived precisely from the absence
of traditional classes and the authority that
flowed from them. The weight of the authority
of those professions could not be minimized
in a nation that not only lacked a respect for
historical tradition but also lacked. for the
most part, a common past. In short, and to
finally come to the point, the growth of merit-
ocratic professional classes pivoted on the sub-
stitution of the authority of knowledge- spe-
cifically of scientific knowledge- for the au-
thority of an absent tradition. That is, the au-
thority of the professions was finally derived
from their presumed capacity to speak with the
voice of positive science: to ground both their
methods of selection and their understanding
of human problems in the special methods and
insight of science. Presidents of this era reg-
ularly spoke for liberal rather than technical
education, for principles rather than techniques.
Don’t be misled here: what was meant by lib-
eral culture was that scientifically grounded
positive knowledge useful for a professional
career in a meritocratic society. As President
McCosh of Princeton said, journalism “which
exercises such influence in this country will
never be evaluated till those who supply it
have as a rule a college education in the prin-
ciples of political science.™ He was not here
equating political science with the wisdom of
political bosses but anticipating a new positive
science of politics. In short, the struggle which
the American university led on behalf of the
professions was a struggle between profession-
al studies versus practical ones, academic
studies versus the apprenticeship system. so-
cial-science knowledge versus common sense,
ethical pracititioners versus amoral hacks.
Now journalism and journalism education
have always rested in an uneasy relationship to
this movement toward professionalism. On
the one hand, the conflicts between schools of
journalism and their professional sponsors,
the state press associations. have become
part of the folk lore, folk wisdom and, one must
admit, folk illusion of this craft. On the other
hand, it was obvious that it would take a con-
siderably remodeled household of profession-
alism and professional education for journalism
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to fit comfortably within it. Nonetheless, jour-
nalism has increasingly sought and been granted
admission. It just hasn't been very comfortable
in the overstuffed chairs contoured to law and
medicine.

But an unmistakable event has occurred:
without meeting the historic canons by which
professions are identified, journalism has
been made a profession by fiat. As the media
have become more central and more centrally
visible in the life of society, the prestige of
journalists and, therefore, of journalism fac-
ulties have risen. And, finally, it turns out
that status and prestige, not knowledge or
ethics or recitude, turn out to be the key to
professionalism.

II.

Ironically, just at the moment the profession-
al standing of journalism within and without
the university is enhanced, a widespread intel-
lectual attack on the very presumptions of pro-
fessionalism breaks out. The attack on profes-
sionalism cannot be explained by the role of
attorneys in Watergate or physicians in Medi-
caid swindles, or top business executives in
international bribery, though these events have
contributed to shaping popular opinion. The ex-
planation rests with the development of a sus-
tained and compelling intellectual attack. While
this attack is most vividly identified with Ivan
Illich and certain members of the New Left,
their singular importance often distracts us
from how widespread and shared are the argu-
ments.

Now | share, at least in a general way, this
indictment of the professions and have even,
here and there, participated in the formulation
of it. 1 recognize also that it presents a very
formidable danger; it can easily slip into a
vicious anti-intellectualism: an attack on the
very idea of competence. | wish to avoid that
result while testifying at the same time to the
long run effect of professionalism as part of
the general social changes accompanying indus-
trialization. This history of modern society,
and here 1 borrow freely from the best formu-
lation of this point of view, Christopher l.asch's
Haven in a Heartless World,® is the assertion
of social control over activities once left to
individuals or their families. During the first
stage of the industrial revolution, production
wastaken out of the household and collectivized
in the factory. Then management appropriated
the worker’s skills and technical knowledge
through scientific analysis and brought these
skills together under administrative direction.
Finally, the professions extended their control
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over the worker’s private life as well, as doc-
tors, lawyers, psychiatrists, teachers, child
guidance experts, officers of the juvenile court
and other specialists began to supervise and
profess professional knowledge of every depart-
ment of life.

Now that is essentially a New Left and to
some degree a Marxist interpretation of the
role of the professions. However, the same
arguments can be formulated, and perhaps
more compellingly, in terms and tones that are
more moderate and less radical. Nonetheless,
the conclusions to which the arguments lead
are very much the same. i

The principal effect of professionalism is to
erode the moral basis of society. It does this
because the professions insist that each inhabits
a particular moral universe, peculiar unto it-
self, in which the standards and judgments ex-
ercised are those not of the general society and
its moral point of view, but of a distinctive
code. The professions divide up the moral uni-
verse in highly self-conscious ways, reorgan-
ize it through the explicity formulation of codes
of ethics, and prosecute their distinctive moral
claims with judicial, financial and authoritative
power. As Charles Frankel has recently put
it: “One of the reasons for the widely held
view that morality is in a peculiar state of de-
cline today and that a dangerous ‘relativism’
has taken over is simply the proliferation in
our society of specialized professions, like the
law, which have distinctive functions and there-
fore distinctive ethical norms.™ Moreover,
the narrowness of the moral claims asserted
by the professions have two confounding results.
First, it means that professionals are privileged
to live in a morally less ambiguous universe
than the rest of us; they are able to treat as
matters of principle what most of us must
struggle with situationally and in terms of fine
gradations of ethical judgment. Professionals
are so busy standing on principle that there is
no room left for the rest of us to stand. Second-
ly, the professions regularly conflate their
own moral claims into principles that are bind-
ing upon the society for the welfare of everyone
independent of their concrete relevance to par-
ticular situations. For example, the professions,
and journalism is a leading case, often treat
the Constitution as a suicide pact, as if it were
written on Masada and not in Philadelphia, as
if the entire social world must hinge on the
sanctity of professional privilege.

¢ Christopher Lasch, Haven in a Heartless World (New York:
Basic Books, Inc., 1977).

?Charles Frankel, “Review” of American Bar Association,
Code of Professional Responsibility, The University of Chica-
g0 Law Review, 43:874-876 (1976) at RR3.
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We can demonstrate these matters with a
problem that cuts across a number of profes-
sions, namely the matter of secrecy. Secrecy
as a professional prerogative, a right of pro-
fessional relationship which the rest of us do
not possess, originates in relatively narrow
contexts: the confessional box, the right of the
defendant in criminal cases. But such rights
exhibit their moral defect precisely by their
imperial quality—their tendency to spread out
of these contexts into universal claims pro-
tecting all aspects of the relationship and
against all other authorities in all other cir-
cumstances. Thus, among attorneys privileged
or secret comrunication has bheen taken to be
part of the attorney-client relationship rout
court. As a result, attorneys have been led into
a widespread set of practices that, are not
only unethical, but patently illegal and they
justify them under the privileged communica-
tion doctrine. That is, attorneys are now reg-
ularly part of tax fraud, real estate swindles,
fraudulent inheritance, and a host of other
practices, of which the career of Robert
Vesco taught us much, and are protected be-
cause of the sanctity of the relationship of se-
crecy between attorney and client. Similarly,
though at the moment, and thank God, less se-
riously, the doctrine of newsman's privilege,
an ethically justifiable doctrine in a small
number of cases involving the very future of
society, is conflated in the latest ethical codes
into the very essence of the journalistic rela-
tionship. It seems to me that Renata Adler's
conclusion on this matter is compelling: There
should be only rare and well defined exceptions
to the rule that a journalist always reveals
his sources; secrecy and journalism are con-
tradictions in terms.?

Secondly, for the above reasons, and some
others to be enumerated, the relationship of
professional and client scems to be morally
defective, per se. Now partly that stems from
the fact that it is a relationship of inequality
surrounded by a culture whose ethos is demo-
cratic and ecqualitarian. The professional-
client relationship is one in which the profes-
sional dominates and in which typically and
perhaps inevitably the client is treated in
both an impersonal and paternalistic fashion.
This is an inevitable aspect of professionalism:
insofar as we need to be cured, we are depend-
ent on the skill of the doctor; to be represented
in court, the skill of the lawyer, to be informed

$Renata Adler, “Reflections on Political Scandal.” New
York Review of Books. Dec. 8, 1977, pp. 20-33.

*Richard Wasserstrom, “Lawyers as Professionals: Some
Moral Issues,” Human Rights, 5:1-24 (1975) at p. 21. Much
of this paragraph is a slightly twisted paraphrase of Wasser-
strom’s argument.
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about the world beyond our eyes and ears, the
skill of the journalist. This means, of course,
that the client is usually in a poor position to
evaluate the skill and performance of the pro-
fessional. Because the client cannot evaluate
the performance, it leads professionals to be
far more concerned with the way they are
viewed by their colleagues than with the way
they are viewed by their clients. This means
too that clients will necessarily lack the power
to make effective evaluations and criticisms
of the way professionals are responding to
clients’ needs. All professions encourage the
view that their members are people of unusual
ability, as having joined an elect by virtue of
hard work and mastery of the mysteries of the
profession. In addition, society at large treats
members of a profession as members of an
elite by paying them more than most people
for the work they do with their heads rather
than their hands and by according them a sub-
stantial amount of social prestige and power
by virtue of their membership in the profes-
sion. And this status mystery along with the
other inequalities in the relationship often
means that the professional feels justified in
treating the client in a paternalistic and manip-
ulative fashion: in doing things, as the phrase
goes, for his or her or their own good.

While | think there are some correctives
to this morally defective relationship, what
is more troublesome is that the professions as
a set of social practices have become thorough-
ly anti-intellectual and anti-ethical. 1 say
anti-intellectual for this reason. There is
little reward in the professions for system-
atically re-examining the intellectual basis
of professional practice. The lawyer is re-
warded for winning a case, not thinking about
the law, the journalist for getting a story in
print, not mediating on the nature of truth,
the doctor for treating the patient, not thinking
about the nature of health. That is, knowledge
is defined in the professions in such a way as
to expand services and increase dependency.
For this reason universities have generally
come to the conclusion that professional schools
have nothing to contribute to a genuinely lib-
eral education. At my university, with a full
complement of professional schools, the Col-
leges of Law and Medicine do not offer general
courses on the nature of law and health. There
is a presumption that the professions have
nothing to say about these things. Schools of
journalism often offer a general course, but
that is usually a course for “consumers”
rather than a serious examination of journalis-
tic truths. But it may be just as well that the
universities do not teach such courses, for
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the demand of the relationship between the
university and the profession normally in-
sures that such courses are less explications
of intellectual problems than defenses of and
mystifications of the practices of the profession.
Students are taught as consumers, who need
something for their own good. Indeed, the
general absence of the professions from gen-
eral education and their wrong-headed inclu-
sion when they are represented derives from
the principal tenet of professionalism: because
we have doctors, lawyers, journalists we need
to know nothing substantial about law, medicine
or politics; the professionals will do our know-
ing for us. And this argument ignores the fact
that courses in professional schools are often
devoid, in general, of intellectual content and
often deliberately stifle thought. This charge
is not merely true of journalism schools. A
speaker at a recent Harvard conference on eth-
ics in law and journalism noted that the reason
a medical ethics course in his school was draw-
ing a heavy enrollment was that it was the only
course in the curriculum with any intellectual
content. Law schools usually spend so much
time on the fine details of torts, preparing stu-
dents in effect for the Bar Examination, that
they have little time left for reflecting on the
nature of the law.

But this systematic anti-intellectualism is
complemented by an anti-ethical bias of the
professions as well. How could that be with all
the codes of ethics that the professions are reg-
ularly issuing? A strong case can be made, I
think, that professional ethics serves largely
to insulate and expand the power of the profes-
sion. They stipulate privileges of professional
life and obligations owed the profession rather
than duties and services. Charles Frankels
analysis of the most recent Canons of the Amer-
ican Bar Association pointed out that a major-
ity of the canons were aimed at preserving pro-
fessional respect and privilege.’® Closer to
home, when the AAUP was founded in 1915 it
created two committees—A and B-- one to deal
with academic freedom, the other with academ-
ic ethics. Committee A on freedom has been
busy since the inception of the association;
Committee B did not meet for the first 35 years
of its existence. Finally, the growth in ethics in
journalism was less the result of an interest in
good conduct per se than an attack on the style
of the Bohemian reporter and on the sensational
journalism that satisfied the cultural styles of
the working class and immigrant. That is, eth-
ics were a reflection of status conflict and pro-
fessional prerogative rather than high-minded
attempts to articulate a satisfying moral code.
Moreover, because these codes of ethics large-
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ly relate to the conduct of working journalists -—
editors and reporters--they ignore, where they
do not deliberately mask, the deeper problem
of the ethics of private property: the ethics gov-
erning the acquisition, use and disposal of prop-
erty that under the constitution partakes of a
public trust.

If the professions create a kind of intellec-
tual and ethical psychosis, they seem also to
create a political psychosis. Professionals deal
with the problems of society by identifying the
entire human habitat with the capacity of the
profession. Depending on whom we're talking
to, the problems we have would evaporate if we
had more law and litigation, more medicine
and hospitals, welfare and social work, infor-
mation and journalism.

Is the growth of professionalism in journal-
ism also part of this process? To a different
degree and in a different way 1 think it is, and.
therefore, journalism is subject to much of the
same criticism. In a recent paper, | stated the
case in the following way.!!

The effect of modern advances in communica-
tion is to enlarge the range of reception while
narrowing the points of distribution. Large num-
bers are spoken to but are precluded from
vigorous and vital discussion. [ndeed audiences
are not even understood. Professional classes
appropriate the right 10 provide official ver-
sions of human thought, to pronounce on the
meanings present in the heads and lives of anon-
ymous peoples. Over time the media of com-
munication become increasingly centralized
and conglomerate and with that a few journal-
ists achieve vast readership while other people
are reduced to representation in the letters to
the editor. The new commodity called “infor-
mation” and the knowledge necessary to pro-
duce this thing of the world hecomes increas-
ingly centralized in certain elites and institu-
tions. The civic landscape becomes increasing-
ly divided into knowledgeable elites and ignor-
ant masses. The very existence of a commod-
ity such as “information" and institutions
called “media” make each other necessary.
More people spend more time dependent on the
journalist, the publisher and the program di-
rector. Every week they wait for Time.

The new media centralize and monopolize
cvic knowledge and as importantly the tech-
niques of knowing. People become “consumers™
of communication as they become consumers of
everything else, and as consumers they stand

' Frankel, Op. Cit., p. 884,

" James W. Carey, “Canadian Economic Theory: Extensions
and Interpretations of Harold Innis,” Stud:es in Canadian Com-
munications. Gertrude Joch Robinson and Donald F. Theall.
eds. (Montreal: McGill University Programme in Communica-
tions, 1975), pp. 4243

Downloaded from jmg.sagepub.com by FELICIA GREENLEE BROWN on April 12, 2012


http://jmq.sagepub.com/

AEJ Presidential Address

dependent on centralized sources of supply.

The development then of monopolistic or,
if that is too strong, oligopolistic structures of
knowledge and knowing and the professional
classes that control them expropriates the
more widespread, decentralized body of human
impulses, skills and knowledge on which a civil
society depends. Given a network of such mon-
opolies backed by corporate economic and po-
litical power, we reach a stage under the im-
pulse of advanced communication where there
is simultaneously advancing knowledge and de-
clining knowing. We keep waiting to be informed,
to be educated, but lose the capacity to produce
knowledge for ourselves in decentralized com-
munities of understanding. All this apparatus
generates continuous change and obsolescence.

In that somewhat opaque language 1 was sug-
gesting that the great danger in modern jour-
nalism is one of a professional orientation to
an audience: the belief, usually implicit, that the
audience is there to be informed, to be educated,
to be filled with the vital information and
knowledge whose nature, production and control
rests with a professional class. This knowledge
is defined, identified, presented based upon
canons of professional expertise over which
the audience exercises no real judgment or con-
trol. And in this new client-professional rela-
tionship that emerges the same structures of
dependency are developed that typify the rela-
tions of doctors, lawyers and social workers
to their clients.

What, in short, the professions seem to cul-
tivate, and here we return to the overriding
theme of Innis’s work, is the trained incapacity
to assume a general point of view. The rewards
and demands of the professions are such that
the roles cannot be laid aside even when they
are clearly inappropriate.!2 The professional
imagination stills the voice of the moral com-
munity, the primary community of citizenship.
To see Tom Wicker shed his professional
being while covering Attica is one of the reward-
ing features of his book, 4 Time To Die; to
read his latest work on the press is to read of
someone trapped in a professional skin. We
would, in short, all be better served if profes-
sionals, including journalists, were to see
themselves less as subject to the demands of
their profession and more to the demands of
the gencral moral and intellectual point of view.
In this sense we need a good deal less rather
than more professionalism in our society and
a good deal less professionalism in our edu-
cation.!? The university tradition which at-
tempts against the claims of specialisms to

' Wasserstrom, Op. Cit., p. 15.

13 Ibid., p. 12.
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adopt the general moral and intellectual point
of view must be cultivated not only within pro-
fessional schools but across the university.
But as the necessary and critical complement
to that task, there must be in the larger so-
ciety a restoration of the public and public
realm as the necessary countervailing power
to that of the professions.

I

The modern school of journalism begins its
teaching from the premises of the profession
it serves. | do not mean by this that it simply
teaches the current techniques and knowledge
of the craft, but that implicitly it transmits the
ideology of the profession, often of profession-
alism in general. In transmitting the language
of professionalism it makes available to stu-
dents a “take-it-for-granted world™ of jour-
nalism that is rarely questioned or critically
analyzed. Phrases such as “informing the pub-
lic” or “the public’s right to know” are occa-
sionally scrutinized, but education often com-
pletely ignores the fundamental conceptual
terms of journalism. A telling example is that
innocent little phrase “the public™ that figures
so prominently in journalistic discourse. It is
not merely that there is rarely serious ques-
tion over whether the press does inform the
public, or what it means to be informed or the
degree to which the press monopolizes the pub-
lic, but the even more fundamental question of
just what the public is, or even if the public
exists in any reasonable sense is never exam-
ined.

It 1s a melancholy exercise to re-read three
great books of the 1920s, three books that laid
the foundation for modern media studies: Walter
Lippmann's Public Opinion (1922) and The Phan-
tom Public (1925) and John Dewey's The Public
and Its Problems (1927). In these works the
central intellectual problem was to analyze the
conditions under which public life could flourish,
the conditions contributing to the formation of
a vital and rational public sphere. The great
fear evident in those books was that the public
had become merely a fiction. We are all much
indebted to the late Hannah Arendt and her re-
markable book The Human Condition which, in
the English-speaking world, single-handedly
kept alive intellectual concern with public life
during recent years. I do not have the time here
to analyze the problem of the public and so must
content myself with some simple assertions.
Despite the fact that the public is regularly in-
voked as the final justification for the press,
the simple fact is that the public has disap-
peared. There is no public out there. As Ger-
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trude Stein said of Oakland: “Out there there
is no there there.” In professional circles talk
about the public continues, of course, but no
one any longer knows what they are talking
about: a definition of the public and public life
has been smuggled in but it is not subject to
critical scrutiny.

I think a case can be sustained that the growth
of professionalism was implicitly an attack
upon the public and public life. This attack has
two complementary sides. The first was an
emphasis on the private nature of the relation-
ship between professional and client which en-
couraged intimacy and privatization as a mode
of being. The second was the destruction of the
sphere and form of oral discourse in which
public life could flourish. Professionalism was
not the only source of the attack on the public,
to be sure, but the growth of the power and
status of the professions depended upon curbing
the influence of the public and public life. It
meant, in short, the substitution of professional
knowledge for public discourse as the reigning
model of rationality.

Despite the eclipse of the public, the word
still hangs in our vocabulary as some kind of
strange reminder. Unfortunately, the public
exists now largely as a statistical artifact: as
the concatenation of individual judgments ex-
pressed through opinion polls, but most criti-
cally, not as a sphere of rational discourse.
Our system of communication is not addressed
at the public but at private individuals. We have
evolved a radical form of mobilized privacy:
the individual hooked into long lines of commu-
nication from remote sources. This transfor-
mation involved the displacement of the reading
public—a group who spoke to one another about
the news in rational and critical ways—into
a reading and listening audience. It involved
the deverbalization of public space or the turn-
ing of public space into a zone of privacy and
intimacy. Whether one examines the technology
of communication, transportation, housing,
power, or whatever, the same general story
is told: a service is piped into the private zone
of the isolated individual from a centralized
source.

The role of the university in all this should
not be minimized either. While not as dever-
balized as the rest of life, it too has shown a
preference, for economic reasons, for mechan-
ical communication, for the transmission of
information to consumers who are silently
tended by professionals. It has favored those
subjects that can be transmitted in mass ways
and those textbooks that suppress discourse
as they pretend to be serving it. The university
has adopted the route generally of power over
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intelligence, has suppressed the subjects of
ethics and values because they do not lend
themselves to mechanical transmission of facts,
has extirpated its own finest tradition, and in the
process has virtually destroyed the humanities,
which depend, intrinsically, on oral and public
discourse. How do we, to ask C. Wright Milis’
question, reconcile mass education with hu-
mane learning?

What are we to do, caught as we are between
these forces of professionalism, privatization,
the loss of the public sphere and the decline of
the university tradition?

There are a number of things. First, the
great single task of scholarship is to concep-
tually restore the idea of the public and public
life. There is enough research and critical
thinking needed here to keep us occupied for a
generation. Second, we must aid the media in
restoring the public as a real rather than a fic-
tive part of American politics. 1 argued in a
paper a few years back that the press has a
vital role and stake in the restoration of a crit-
ical reading public, a public it addresses not
like children in need of an education but like a
group of rational men and women who must ar-
gue with the press as they argue with one an-
other. This above all rests upon a deprofession-
alization of journalistic life so that the public
is not regarded as a client but rather that the
press and public stand in an equal and argumen-
tative partnership. This is part of a wider task
in which there is plenty of work for everyone:
the re-creation of the res publica, a set of insti-
tutions that are not only participatory in a for-
matl sense but critical and rational as forms of
discourse. The highest reaches of rationality
where fact and value merge into judgment is
not a region certifiable by profession, or by de-
gree or by experience; strictly speaking, it is
not certifiable at all but merely testable in a
rational process of discourse. Our support of
the special status and ethics of the journalist
is justified only if our trust and confidence
in the institutions in which they work is justi-
fied. To the degree our institutions are unjust
or unwise or undesirable, to that same degree
is the special status of journalists weakened
if not destroyed.

On the side of education we must face a series
of equally difficult challenges. First, we must
extirpate much of the professional spirit of our
curricula. We must do that in order to reassert
the university tradition, in order to reassert the
the general ethical and intellectual point of
view against all the claims of specialism that
would overwhelm it. We must recognize that
we are not merely training people for a profes-
sion or for the current demands of professional
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practice but for membership in the public and
for a future that transcends both the limitations
of contemporary practice and contemporary
politics. Our client is more a re-vitalized pub-
lic than it is consumers or the professions. We
have not arrived at nirvana and are not living
among the last word in human practices and
institutions. Above all, this means freeing our-
selves from the tyranny of the present, of today’s
headlines, in order to take a longer view of
things, in order to assert the scholar’s tradi-
tion of concern with what is beyond our nose.
That is, we must be concerned to teach, above
all, the limitations of journalism as a practice.

Iv.

At the conclusion of the greatest work on
theoretical economics to be published in this
century, The General Theory of Employment
Interest and Money, J. M. Keynes remarks that
his solutions to the problems of depression
and unemployment would work in the long run.
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He then noted that, unfortunately, in the long
run we are all dead. His colleague, another em-
inent British economist, Joan Robinson, re-
torted but in the short run we all get screwed.
That exchange suggests a division of labor.
The role of the press is simply 10 make sure
that in the short run we don't get screwed and
it does this best not by treating us as consumers
of news, but by encouraging the conditions of
public discourse and life. The task of the univer-
sity is to make sure there is a long run by lay-
ing down the conditions of scholarly understand-
ing that cultivates rational habits and service-
able knowledge. For us caught between these
two demands there is a double burden to make
some contribution to both. We can do that by
reconstituting the university as a public and
by making this association a model of a debat-
ing society where a critical public functions.
And we can also contribute by putting a harness
on the ideology of professionalism which in its
extreme manifestations destroys the conditions
of an effective press and public.

ARTICLES ON MASS COMMUNICATION
(Continued from page 845)

788. WAINWRIGHT, LoupoN. Life begins:
the birth of the late, great picture magazine.
Atlantic Monthly pp56-73 May--Excerpt from
an upcoming book tells of magazine's inner
workings; Wainwright is new Life’s senior
editor.

789. WILLIAMSON, LENORA.  Courtroom
camera guidelines formulated. £ & P pplS-
16+ July 22--Final edition of camera-in-the-
courtroom guidelines released after being
formulated by a special committee of the
National Press Photographers Association.
For report of the American Bar Association's
House of Delegates deferring endorsement of
courtroom cameras, see £ & P pl0 Aug. 12.

790A. Worswick, CLARK. Leslie Hanilion
Wilson. Am. Photographer pp56-63 Oct.—
More than 4,000 photographs along with an-
notations, “are an insider’s view of upper-
class life during the high point of British
power before the First World War.”

791. ZwiNGLE, ERLA. A matter of corporate

pride. Am. Photographer pp98-9 Oct.--Mar-
tin Marietta Co. hires photojournalist Stanley
Tretick to show ordinary people in their en-
vironments for use in their advertising cam-
paign.
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792. ALLAND, ALEXANDER SR. Jessie Tarbox
Beals: pioneering woman press photographer.
Am. Photographer pp52-59 Aug.—Exciting,
varied career of this little-known first female
photojournalist.

793. ANON. Women get their chance in
media. Media Decisions 13:8 pp64-7+ Aug.--
Women are moving into high-level and high-
paying jobs in all branches of media work.
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