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nsofar as Tom Wicker’s new book On Press I (Viking; 27 I pp.; $10.95) is autobiography, 
it is the record of his life in  journalism from 1949 to the 
present-specifically, from his early years as a reporter 
for Southern newspapers, including the Winston-Salem 
Journal and the Nashville Tennessean, to his service 
with the New York Times Washington bureau and his 
current position as columnist for the Times. For the 
purposes of the book the Southern experience is merely 
prologue; the important thing is that Wicker was in 
Washington representing the Times through the late 
Eisenhower and the Kennedy, Nixon, and Ford years. 

These were the years of those recurring crises in 
which, traditionally, the souls of Americans are tried. To 
his credit Wicker is less concerned with the trying of his 
own soul than with the factors that impede or distort the 
flow of information between an increasingly imperial 
presidency and the press. It is very much a Washington 
story, and, given Wicker’s access to the inside dope, it 
might very well have been a more sophisticated version 
of Elizabeth Ray’s Washingron Fringe Benefit or Bobby 
Baker’s Wheeling and Dealing, but, again to Wicker’s 
credit, it is not sufficiently anecdotal to satisfy readers 
who are unable to imagine centers of power unless they 
are put in a framework of gossip. His treatment of the 
rumors of the Kennedy amours in the chapter on 
Camelot, for instance, is typically tactful and nonexploi- 
tative; his chief concern is to refute charges that the 
press knew the truth about these matters and ignored 
them or covered them up. 

The real story in Oti Press is the process by which, 
during Wicker’s years in Washington, old-style objec- 
tive reporting gave way to investigative journalism and 
“the new adversary approach.” There is good reason to 
see this “new” approach as the reemergence of the 
muckraking tradition. Nevertheless, it is clear why it is 
new in the period covered by this book. Its newness 
makes possible the high esteem now enjoyed by such 
adversary investigators as Neil Sheehan, Carl Bernstein, 
Bob Woodward, I.F. Stone, Seymour Hersh, and of 
course Wicker himself. Every reporter, Wicker has 
come to believe, “should be an investigative reporter, if 
not a committed specialist in  the field; else, what is 
journalism’s excuse for the constitutional protection 
from those who would silence inquiry if  they could?” 

Those who would silence inquiry if they could (and 
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without whom the investigative reporter would lack 
occupation and identity) are the villains of the story- 
especially when they dignify their manipulations of the 
news, if not their downright secrecy, with pleas of 
national security. Indeed, nothing is morc crucial to 
Wicker’s own experience as a reporter than the press’s 
growing disillusionment, after Camelot, with the White 
House as a source of accurate and truthful  information. 
“The shots ringing out in Daley Plaza,” he writes. 
“marked the beginning of the end of innocence.” This 
not only puts the experience in a very American 
perspective (America being a place where the possibili- 
ties for the loss of innocence are infinite) but affiliates it, 
rather late in the game, with the adversary and trans- 
gressive spirit of literary modernism. 

Wicker might, in fact, have taken as his subtitle the 
line from Philip Larkin’s poem “MCMXIV” that 
haunts Paul Fussell’s powerful The Great War and 
Modern Memory: “Ncver such innocence again.” Cer- 
tainly Wicker and Fussell write from remarkably analo- 
gous experiences; one can  say that Wicker’s book is 
evidence that the aftershocks of the discovery of illusion 
in the First World War ( Fussell’s theme) are still part of 
the rhythm of modern life. Fussell argues “that there 
seems to be one dominating form of modern understand- 
ing; that it is essentially ironic; and that it originates 
largely in the application of mind and memory to the 
events of the Great War.” The pointless carnage that 
took place at Verdun, the Somme, the Marne, Loos, and 
Ypres fed that irony (which often enough became cyni- 
cism, or what some call black humor) the way the Bay of 
Pigs, Vietnam, and Watergate feed it in On Press. 
Fussell is never more clearly writing for both books than 
when he observes that “one powerful legacy of Haig’s 
performance [as “bullheaded” commander of the Brit- 
ish forces] is the conviction among the imaginative and 
intelligent today of the irredeemable defectiveness of all 
civil and military leaders.” And in both books that 
defectiveness is most memorably displayed in the illu- 
sions perpetuated by governments for reasons of nation- 
al security. 

There is some nostalgia in Wicker, as in most Ameri- 
cans, for lost innocence, for that simple time when 
objective reporting was enough, but-still again to his 
credit-no cynicism. Thus, though there is never any 
question where his loyalties are, he resists the tempta- 
tion to set his book up as a melodrama in which a Machi- 
avellian administration uses ..its immense power to 
thwart a heroically motivated and truth-seeking press. 
Having experienced the press in a depth and range not 
possible for most reporters, he knows its defects too 
well. In fact, he devotes one of his best chapters (“Who 
Elected the Press?”) to these defects: the pressures of 
competition among newspapers and broadcasters that 
result in “inaccuracies and wild swings,” as in the cover- 
age of the David Berkowitz and Wayne Hays cases; the 
perspective-destroying concern with “dailiness,” the 
process “by which a Cuban missile crisis wipes out press 
and public consciousness of a racial battle in Ole Miss”; 
the “essential dilletantism” of men and women of the 
press, whose education and development incline them to 
believe that they should be able to handle any subject on 
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short notice; the hyped-up nature of the press’s defini- 
tion of news, “so that even sober-sided coverage of 
government and politics is imbued with the search for 
drama and conflict.” 

riters of my generation who began their W careers on newspapers (usually, in 
those more innocent times, without thinking they were 
embarking on anything so prestigious as a career) should 
recognize this last defect as an impediment to the accu- 
rate transmission of information that ranks with deter- 
minations of national security. Perhaps it had best be 
called one of the iess happy consequences of the “story 
trap.” The “story trap” is the misuse of those patterns of 
fiction that everyone employs to give significant shape to 
information. In the terminology of the media no word is 
more important than “story.” In the newspaper world, 
and in Wicker’s book as well, the reporter, whether 
objective or investigative, is always writing stories. The 
pressures of competition and dailiness only aggravate 
the practice, and when the White House suppresses or 
distorts information, that suppression or distortion is 
expressed as counterstory. I t  is no accident that one of 
the first nonfiction novels of our time, Hemingway’s 
The Green Hills of Africa, was written by a former 
newspaperman who knew very well the extent to which 
the validation of information depends on story form. 

Despite his inability to avoid “story” when talking 
about news reporting, Wicker does not think of news 
stories as fiction. Nevertheless, he is aware of the story 
trap: how in the need to sell papers, for instance, it 
destroys perspective by pandering to the lowest common 
denominator of public taste for the sensational and spec- 
tacular. Indeed, he gives an affecting account of his own 
exploitation of a divorce case in order to make it an 
amusing story, a fictionizing that he now recognizes to 
have been “at the expense of the dignity and truth of the 
common human experience.” But the experience de- 
serves far more space than he gives it, especially since it 
is so involved with that essential dilletantism of report- 
ers he regrets. It  is not that reporters are uneducated; 
most of them go to collcge, and some of them even get 
graduate degrees; many of them are even, like Wicker, 
highly intelligent people who write well. But few of 
them seem to have been forced to consider all the ramif- 
ications of the basically fictional nature of their enter- 
prise. I am not about to outline a curriculum for them. 
But whatever courses of study they pursue, they need to 
read books like Wayne Booth’s Rhetoric of Fiction, 
Frank Kermode’s A Sense of an Ending, and Northrop 
Frye’s Anatoniy of Criticisnt as much as they need to 
write under skillful direction on the’college newspaper. 

It is not so much a matter of learning to distinguish 
between old-style objective reporting and new-style 
investigative journalism, or between fact and fiction in 
the popular sense of a distinction between truth and 
illusion. Objective reporting itself is never the pure’ 
exposition of supportable “facts” that these distinctions 
suggest (as Nietzsche usefully remarked, there are no 
facts, only interpretations); rather, it deals in  contexts of 
“facts” organized in familiar story patterns by relatively 
faceless organizers to ‘make the contexts intelligible and 

interesting, the patterns themselves being for the most 
part already so well established in the public mind that 
they are prime determinants of newsworthiness. A man 
biting a dog is newsworthy, not because it is a “fact”-it 
is really a context of “facts”-but because of a public 
appetite for reversal stories, an appetite that, if it is fed 
too generously, can result in serious distortions in the 
public image of reality. The story of the Wayne Hays 
scandal is thus to be judged no more by its objective 
accuracy than by the extent to which it is an exploitative 
variation on a familiar story (the discovery of venality in 
high places, which reverses the less dramatic story of 
virtue maintained against temptation in high places) 
that sets up a chain reaction of exploitative variations on 
the same story and thus, as Wicker points out, distracts 
public attention from more important stories. 

The point is not that the news is in any event nothing 
but a tissue of fictions. Rather, the point is that the 
world as we perceive it, and as newspapermen r e p r t  it, 
is not mere sequences of events but events structured, or 
plotted, into significant patterns, and the plots or 
patterns are the same ones that structure our stories. 
The more naive or psychologically trapped the experi- 
encer of events is, the less choice he will have in plotting 
those events. Dostoevski’s Underground Man, no less 
than Thurber’s Walter Mitty, is locked within a plot so 
securely that he is “safe” from the enlarging critical 
function that other plots might perform for him. 

One might say that such a character has protected his 
confinement within his story much as the Polish press, 
acting on the injunctions of The Black Book of Polish 
Censorship, protects the confinement of the Polish 
people within the story of the ideal socialist state. This 
confinement, particularly as depicted by Jan Kott in 
The New York Review of Books (August 17, 1978), 
should be of great interest to the working press every- 
where, since it suggests how strong is the impulse in 
social groups to structure life in terms of a single 
comprehensive story in which all conflicts and tensions 
have been resolved. Hence our attraction to conditions 
that promise the simple fictions of primitivism, in which 
an adversary press would have no function whatever 
unless it could be retooled to produce epic poetry. 
Hence too our periodic revulsion from such utopian 
images to Macbeth’s absolutist nihilism, in which the 
events of our lives, their fraudulence having been thor- 
oughly exposed, seem to be nothing more than “a tale 
told by an idiot.” 

In these circumstances, it is at least as important for 
the reporter to distinguish among plots as to distinguish 
between the objective and interpretive reporting of 
“facts,” especially since the difference between the 
latter two is ultimately only one of degree. There are 
probably as many “facts” accurately reported in the 
National Inquirer, The Star, or Midnight Globe as in 
the New York Tinzes or the Washington Post. What is 
objectionable in the tabloids is the grossness of the plots 
that both determine and are served by the selection of 
information. The indiscriminate catering to the public 
appetite for victimization, conspiracy, happy-ending, 
and expos6 plots debases these plots for serious use. If, 
as Wicker says, most organizations “don’t do well at the 
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sensitive and subtle.task of putting yesterday’s events in 
longer and deeper perspective,’’ part of the reason is that 
they have cooperated in the debasement of the necessary 
means. Fussell’s book is very good on this point: Noth- 
ing in the experience of the Great War was more disillu- 
sioning than the eventual discovery of the grossness of 
the fictions by means of which information about the 
war had been both reported and distorted. 

here’s not enough time to absorb and T .analyze news coming in in  such an over- 
whelming fashion,” Wicker observes as he discusses the 
consequence for the press of the communications revo- 
lution. This is now, as he is aware, a commonplace 
complaint about our computer-dependent condition. So 
we dream of an infinitely sophisticated information 
processing and analyzing machine that will properly 
locate the events of our lives within what we hope will 
prove to be the purposefully interrelated systems of our 
world. Short of such an Orwellian marvel, however, 
those concerned with the gathering, processing, and 
publishing of information need to recognize that we will 
probably continue to rely on that repertory of marvel- 
lously efficient (if often distorting) information-process- 
ing machines constituted by our fictions-by that body 
of familiar plot patterns in our fables, legends, myths, 
midrashim, and metaphors-and that our hope must be, 
not ultimately to discard this repertory and possess the 
plain truth at last, but to refine it. 

A corollary to this position, of special interest to the’ 
press, is that the gross simplification of public and 
private fictions is correlative with the burden of infor- 
mation. Thus in our information-crammed and rapidly 
accelerating world there is a close connection between 
the high incidence of fanaticism and the proliferation of 
tabloid and gossip publications: the Italian Red Brigades 
no less than the ffalional Inquirer or US offer the 
comfort, whether to actor or spectator, of fanatically 
simplifying stories. Unfortunately, as fanaticisms prolif- 
erate and conflict, the overload of information increases 
and the need for fanatic comfort intensifies. See this 
snowballing effect in the literature of the J. F. Kennedy 
assassination, which has become one of the truly fanatic 
(and gossipy) preoccupations of our time. The need to 
settle the assass’ination once and for all, as if we have 
every right to expect that the final t ru th  about it will 
have the satisfying clarity of an Agatha Christie mystery 
(or a good piece of malicious gossip), both increases the 
body of information that must be accommodated in such 
a final solution and intensifies the need to arrive at it. 

The coarsening effect of unrefined and indiscrimi- 
nately accepted plots in  conditions of information over- 
load is apparent in the post-Watergate relationship 
between the press and the White House, in  which the 
favored data-processing machine is a melodrama-the 
white hat being worn by the investigative reporter and 
the black hat by the press secretary of the administra- 
tion he represents (the administration uses the same 
machine but reverses the hats). As I have indic‘ated, 
Wicker’s reading of the relationship is more nuanced 
than this. That the press gcnerally is more comfortable 
with a melodrama was clear in a unique confrontation 

between former White House press secretaries and the 
press at Gonzaga University this spring. The text of this 
Presidential Press Secretaries’ Forum is a valuable 
adjunct to readers of On Press, since so many of the 
same figures and central issues appear in both. (The text 
of the Forum, as prepared for nationwide viewing on 
Public Television, may be ordered from the University 
for $3.00. All quotations are taken from this text.) 

hat is particularly interesting about the W Forum is the effort of the former press 
secretaries (Pierre Salinger, George Reedy, Ronald 
Ziegler, and Ronald Nessen) to resist the melodramatic 
reading of the press-White House relationship insisted 
on by Seymour Hersh of the Times. To Hersh (who 
sometimes suggests an embittered Hamlet confronting 
the hugger-mugger of the Danish court) what comes out 
of the Oval Office is lies: thempress secretaries are either 
dupes or liars, and the White House reporter is little’ 
more than a paid stenographer. The press secretaries, of 
course, do not see themselves as liars, and resent the 
implication they shirked their duty to the public by 
failing to investigate the truth of official handouts. 

For a good part of the Forum audience (especially 
that part that knew of Hersh’s successful investigations 
of the Mylai massacres and the foreign and domestic 
shennanigans of the CIA) the spirit of investigative 
‘reporting had no doubt won the day. What may not have 
been so apparent to them is the extent to which investi- 
gative reporting tends to perpetuate the conditions in 
which it thrives. It is not cimply, as Reedy says to Hersh, 
that the investigative reporter has a vested interest in 
finding skullduggery (an interest that to Wicker can 
make the reporter r u n  afoul of that deadliest enemy, the 
desire to be “in”) but that the act of being an investiga- 
tive reporter tends to induce the conviction that the 
adversary under investigation really has the whole t ru th .  
The knowledge that he is being investigated encourages 
the adversary, in  tu rn ,  to overvalue whatever fragmen- 
tary or biased information he has (it must be worth 
protecting if the opposition is so anxious to get it) ,  and 
encourages the investigator to overvalue the results of 
his investigation (it must be worth having if someone 
else tries so hard to keep it). Thus the investigative 
reporter and his adversary become symbiotically en- 
gaged in a contest that can itself have more news value 
(the story trap again) than the actual investigation. 

There is, nevertheless, little reason to expect the 
return to old-style objective reporting. One might wish, 
however, that investigative reporters were better in- 
formed about the hard realities of “point of view”- 
something they might learn from a study of fiction. 
Objective reporting might have naively assumed a god- 
like capacity to stand beyond all biasing points of view, 
but at least it was protected from the failure, to which 
the investigative reporter and the creator of melodrama 
are prone, to distinguish between a lie and statements 
that t u r n  out to be at odds with what is believed to be thc 
truth. The objective reporter is in  no position to report 
as a “fact” that someone lied, since such a report would 
imply access to another person’s state of mind. The 
investigative reporter, on the other hand, heir as he is to 
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the moralism of what we used to call the New Left, 
tends to be quite at home in states of mind other than his 
own. Thus, as a grammarian might say, his temptation is 
to treat basically subjunctive matters as though they 
were indicative. 

Whatever George Reedy’s roots are, they are not in  
the old New Left. “I do not think that we are going to 
get anywhere by trying to decide what is in  the minds of 
other people,’’ he observes to Hersh at one of the several 
moments in the Gonzaga Forum when the subject is 
administrative lying. I t  depends on where you are going: 
in many complex issues we do get somewhere, for better 
or worse, and very quickly, when we can assume access 
to the minds of other people. The problem is the conge- 
niality of the judgment “Lies!” to melodramatic formu- 
lations of the news. To be able to say about a White 
House handout that it is a pack of lies may give one 
great moral satisfaction, but it may also, because of its 
very clarity as a judgment, keep one from doing what is 
more important: examining the point of view and 
ambient conditions out of which the apparent lies come. 
Far too many people were content to understand Water- 
gate in terms of Nixon’s lying and so were kept from 
looking into the nature of the post-World War I1 presi- 
dency for clues as to why statements coming from the 
White House have so often proven not to correspond 
with what we subsequently came to believe was the truth 
when the statements were made. Wicker, as a matter of 
fact, gives us a number of clues, and he is by no means as 
ready as Hersh to discover lies. Still, I frequently found 
myself wishing he were as convinced as Reedy about the 
difficulty of penetrating the minds of other people. 

t is understandable that Wicker pays more I attention to the connection between the 
growing disillusionment with government and the rise of 
investigative reporting than to the accelerating tempo of 
events as a factor in the new and “less cautious ethic of 
disclosure.’’ Nevertheless, disillusionment and the speed 
with which events happen and information accumulates 
are closely related. Having fewer certainties than ever in 
our racecourse world, we are hotter for them than ever, 
and our disillusionments are often the grim certainties 
we are left with when we cannot discipline ourselves to 
reserve judgment until more information from other 
points of view makes possible a more tempered perspec- 
tive. The pace of our lives inclines us to simple fictions; 
hence, impatient for final conclusions, we fluctuate 
between reading Camelot as a melodrama of triumph- 
and a melodrama of disaster. Deep Throat, like Miss 
Christie’s Hercule Poirot, promises a relatively quick 
reduction of the mysterious to a final clarity; if his testi- 
mony had to be proven out, as if  he were a witness in a 
court, he could not survive the slow pace of his story. 

The disclosures of Watergate would have been impos- 
sible with old-style objective reporting; the press would 
simply not have been able to move fast enough in an 
environment ruled by the exigencies of national securi- 
ty. But here, as in subsequent scandalous revelations, the 
resulting national disillusionment and demoralization 
were determined to a significant degree by the speed 
with which investigations moved. Meanwhile, the public 

is taught to expect that similar disillusioning certainties 
will be quickly forthcoming in matters of whatever 
complexity, so that more and more of us become 
addicted to that national entertaivment, the repeated 
discovery of illusion. This is Wicker’s dailiness with a 
vengeance. No one suffers from it more than President 
Carter, who has against him, not only his real shortcom- 
ings, but a national compulsion to experience him as 
falling satisfactorily short of rosy expectations. 

There is also a close connection between the present 
tempo of events and the need of unquestioning faith in 
sources of information. Democratic governments, and 
especially ours, have always had a hard time understand- 
ing the reluctance of the press, if not the public general- 
ly, to accept the plea of national security when they are 
pressed for information. One imagines government won- 
dering why the press cannot see that to control informa- 
tion is to control fime, and that to lose control of time in 
our tinderbox world is to risk the ultimate disaster-so 
that, as Wicker quotes Carl Rowan, the people have a 
right not to know some things in the interest of their 
own well-being. 

The investigative press, on the other hand, cannot 
compete against government unless its demand for 
unquestioning faith in the integrity of unnamed or 
unnameable sources is honored (see the importance of 
such sources, for instance, in Seymour Hersh’s “The 
Angleton Story” in the New York Times Magazine for 
June 25, 1978). Hence the nervousness of the press in 
the face of the recent Supreme Court decision in the 
Stanford University case that newsrooms could become 
subjects of unannounced searches for evidence of 
crimes. Hence too its interest in the Sullivan case, in 
which the Court expressed the desirability of “uninhib- 
ited, robust, and wide-open debate” against a crippling 
overemphasis on the American citizen’s fundamental 
right to privacy. Wicker, who is of course pro-Sullivan 
and anti-Stanford, believes that an unquestioning faith 
in the press is so important that “a certain case for the 
tolerance of irresponsibility still has to be made.” 

He hqs a point. Humans are not free in any activity if  
they are held to the standards that apply to angels. 
Nevertheless, it is not always clear why one ought to 
trust the secrecy of the press more than that of the 
White House. The press has given us ample reason to 
distrust the latter, while Wicker’s good book gives us 
ample reason to qualify our faith in the press and to look 
upon its irresponsibilities with a very nervous toleration. 
Where does that leave us, particularly in view of the fact 
that all human enterprises need a measure of faith? 
Must we place our hope in the government’s protection 
of our right not to know, or in the eternal return of an 
anonymous Deep Throat? 

Both alternatives assume in the public a dangerous 
innocence. Perhaps the press would serve us best if it 
spent more time cultivating in the public as well as in 
itself that ironic mode of understanding that Fussell in 
his book identifies as the legacy of the Great War. When 
Wicker is at his best, he does just this. But it would take 
another book at least to distinguish between a healthy 
irony and the pervasive cynicism that currently passes 
for irony, but is really another form of innocence. 


