The Presidency and the Press

[image: image2.jpg]



The White House distrusts the media, reporters feel persecuted -                  a former Obama spokesman on the history of the toxic relationship

By Reid Cherlin, for Rolling Stone Magazine | August 4, 2014

[EDITED AND ABRIDGED]
It has long tradition for President Obama to make a visit back to the press cabin of Air Force One during the last leg of exhausting presidential foreign trips. It’s nothing much – just a friendly off-the-record chat – but during this foreign tour – an exhausting one from Japan, South Korea, Malaysia and on to the Philippines this past April, 2014 – the words exchanged developed a bit of a different one. The president abandoned his traditionally “folksy” tone and got down to business: Foreign policy is hard, he would say, and you guys are scoring it like a campaign debate, and moreover, you're doing it inaccurately. He went further, telling the dozen or so reporters that what he favored was a judicious use of American power, and that his primary concern was not to get the country embroiled in situations from which it might take a decade to extract ourselves. He offered up an oddly sophomoric mantra for his foreign policy: "Don't do stupid shit."
The White House insists that Obama's walk to the back of the plane wasn't motivated solely by irritation, but that didn’t stop the press from printing the following headlines: 

"Obama Criticized News Coverage During Off-the-Record Meeting With Reporters," and 

"Stop whining, Mr. President!" 

It was the latest in what has come to seem like an endless string of bad headlines: 
1. ongoing investigations into the attacks in Libya in 2010, 
2. bias and deleted e-mails at the IRS, 
3. indecision about Syria, 
4. the health care website fail, 
5. the disaster of Ukraine, and 

6. the redeployment of American troops to Iraq 

Let me make it clear: No, Barack Obama never had reporters eating out of his hand the way that right-wingers love to allege. Yes, when appearing at his first Correspondents' Dinner, in 2009, the president joked, "Most of you covered me; all of you voted for me." but even as polite laughter settled over the black-tie crowd, there was ample evidence that the old way of the news was falling away, and with it, the last shreds of politeness between subject and scribe.

During his two campaigns for the presidency, Obama made a point of going over the heads of the media and communicating directly with voters. He began to refer to the media as “the filter”, and chose to discuss the issues with the people directly. Press photographers have loudly complained about a lack of access to the president – the White House often prefers to send out its own official shots – and reporters covering daily stories say they are generally kept in the dark about what the president is actually doing. "At the White House, you're cordoned off like veal," says CNN's Jake Tapper, a former White House correspondent. James Risen of the New York Times even went so far as to call President Obama, “the greatest enemy of press freedom that we have encountered in at least a generation" in his dealings with the press. 
But in his defense, the press itself has changed! The year 2008 say Obama vaulted to presidential victory, but it also saw the start of the website, Politico. Opinionated, grabby and lightning-quick, Politico played to the adrenaline junkie in every reader with content that was cheap to produce and a subject – the vagaries of political fortune – that was inexhaustible. Obama's advisers detested Politico from the start, accurately recognizing its potential to wreak havoc on their carefully crafted narratives, and to inspire their competitors to indulge in the same bad habits. In short, sites like Politico reveal that the lines between citizen, journalist, columnist and partisan are disappearing for good, and along with them, much of a candidate's ability to shape his own message as it percolated outward.

[image: image1.png]The Presidency and the P x \_

€ i | [) wwworollingstone.com/politics/news/

Gl SVUSD Email (" Infinite Campus I Westher i ESPN

=R

e-presidency-and-the-press-20140804 QO = D0_8 25 =
s Polls (8 Eymology

(3 Other bookmarks
REVIEWS  LISTS ﬁ@coumkv Q

Weebly (7 Bames@LHS (] GovSite (T APEuro (] Research (] Finance

MUSIC POLITICS TV MOVIES CULTURE

1 he Presidency and the Fress

A E (2 (¥ tweet (510 Comment| /55

Email

PHOTO: llustration by Victor Juhasz




"There's never been a White House since John Kennedy where the president and the press have had a really good relationship," says one press writer. "But I do think that, with every administration, it's gotten worse." Presidential histories are indeed studded with tales of media disruption and the anguish it's caused, going back at least as far as Teddy Roosevelt and the muckrakers. The Clinton years saw a charismatic man collide with the monstrous new 24-hour news cycle; Fox News and TheDrudgeReport.com whirred to life just as the Lewinsky scandal broke. There are many who dismiss the idea of a worsening trend line, but the evidence is there for the taking. One press writer cites one effect "of all the cutting and slashing" of traditional newspaper jobs is that "everybody's strung out and incapable of taking a breath and actually thinking about what they're saying or writing." It drives conflict between the president's staff and the press, he says, because reporters are under so much pressure and constantly demanding that the White House confirm every rumor and react to every slight. 

And then there is Twitter, which is now the premier driver of a news cycle that boils around the clock. In an erosion of traditional editorial neutrality, reporters take to Twitter not just to break stories but also to break half-stories, or rumors, or just retweet another reporter's tweet about a possible development. As recently as the Reagan presidency in the 1980s, the White House was more or less completely in control of how news broke out of the Oval Office. Every presidential event was covered by the three networks – there were only three networks, NBC, ABC, and CBS – and the handful of national papers. “The only way you get that many eyeballs at one time” says one reporter, “is to have an enormous event, something like killing bin Laden."

But the White House isn't panicking. They know that in spite of everything, they have managed over six years to accomplish much of what Obama promised to do, even if accomplishing it helped speed the process of partisan breakdown. They know that the press have a job to do, and furthermore know that "there's no clean shot" for communicating the president's message. "That's just where the country's going. And it's going to be worse for the next president," the source adds, "hands down."

