The Culture

sides

By James Pontewozik

“REALITY,” STEPHEN COLBERT ONCE '
said, “has a well-known ltberal bias.” -
He was joking—or “jeking”—but he
identified a serious problem for political
reporters in a polarized era. What do you
dowhen the actual reality of a news story
is not balanced between two sides? What
do you do when the facts of a situation
are such that to describe them accurately
will make you sound biased?

~ This month's fiscal crisis is one such

situation. One party (in fact, one wing of

the Republican Party), seeking the elimi-
nation or delay of Obamacare, precipi-
tated a governmenti shutdown and
t}};g_g"jc”ened a defauilf on U.S. debt. Period.
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‘There wasno corresponding threat or de-

mand on the Democratic or WhHite TTouse
sidé; haying passed the Affordable Care
Actinto law three years ago, they are not
in the position of saying, “Pass Obama-
care or we shut er down.”

That's the situation. To describe it accu:

rately, as the news should, is not to en-

WQ@ I’snot to say that
Obarnacare is. good or bad. It’s not-to say

~ that Repubhcans do or don’t have good
. Teasons 16 oppose it, It’s not to say that

Democrats have or haven't sought politi-
cal benefit in the aftermath. I's to correct:

Iy place the impetus where it belongs.
Much of the big-picture news coverage

" has been cléar on this. But as the crisis

dragged on, more news stories framed it as

old-fashioned gridlock between two equal-
Iy culpable, stubborn, nseless sides. It'sbe- -

COIme BOEHNER, WHITE HOUSE HARDEN
sTancEs (Washington Fost); CONGRESS
PLAYS cHICKEN (CNN); “each side trying to
blame the other” (Politico).

“Both sides areto blame the truthis

ways been the political med1a s happy,

safe place. Some of theTeasons for thisare

noble:journalists genuinely want to give
both sides a hard, fairlook. Some reasons
are less proud: wanting to keep access to
polsin each party; not wanting to alien-
ate readers or vieweTs; beeause subscrip-
tion and advertising dollars knowno |
party.Seeming fair becomes more impor-
tant than being fair,

" Atworst, a legitimate impulse (“Let’s
malke sure we've checked out the other
side”) becomes skewing reality for the
sake of appearances (“We have to put in
an example of the other'side’s doing this”).

 I'saway of ingratiating vourself, havmg

a populist point of view divorced from a
political one: Those bums in Congress

wor't do their jobs, but we're on your side,
Americal If all else fails, you can always
quote ideologues in cach party and malke
your lead, “Congress points fingers.”

Ah, saved by the magic fingers again.
Media critics, especially on the left, call
this kind of thumb-on-the-blame-scales
balance “false equivalence” That charge
itself can be used asa crowbar to lever-
age coverage in one direction or to ob-
scuTe isstes in a dust cloud of “But they
started it!” Not every criticism of two
parties needs to come with a numerical

_assessmerit of who did it first and waorse;

that can malke every politics story as
recrimination- and second-guess-filledan
exercise astrying toslice the last brownie
in half for a pair of 5-vear-olds. :
But in a case like the fiscal cnsis false

i between reporting an extraordmaq
“évent and ah ordinary one, whichinthis
" cases crucial fo how the story plays¢ out

politically. It's a matter of w whether “not
changing current law” becomes rede- ‘
fined as “getting 100% of what you want.”
If this i3 just one more case of those
knuckleheads in Washington “diggingin
their heels,” “playing the blame game”
and so on, it normalizes the situation for
the news audience. It sends the tacit mes-
sage thatitis entirely ordinary, every so
often, to have a forced national-debt crisis
that reasonable people resolve by renego-
tiating major piecesof law.

Is the situation ordinary? It's true that
legislators of both parties—like Senator:
(Obama in z006—have made grandstand-
ing votes against raising the debt limit
many times in the past. But those were
stage-managed protests in which votes
were carefully counted and there wasno
serious fear that the U.S. would actually
default, unlike what took place in zo1r,
when the crisis resulted in a downgrade
of the 11.S. credit rating. That’s another
case where “The other side did it too”

- doesnot an equivalence make.

So here, “Both sides created this mess”

soundst neutral Tyat it's actually takinga
s;dngﬂgﬁaéﬁmuaﬁhgiramlag
that one side is counting on using toapo-
litical end. Reality doesn’t always have a
hias-—liberal, conservative or otherwise.

But when it does, it’s not journalism :;}Qb

torebdlance IEE):II?IX

60

ﬁt@ﬁ% y

TIME Octeober 21, 2013




