HOLLYWOOD AND JOURNALISTIC TRUTHTELLING
MATTHEW C. EHRLICH"
Movies are useful tools for thinking about professional behavior and ethics. For
example, films about lawyers can “raise questions about the proper and possible role of
law in society”* while reflecting “powerful myths that influence our reactions to issues

we meet in real life, including legal issues.™

The same applies to journalism. Media
ethics professor Lee Wilkins notes that “journalists are often called upon to make
decisions based on a morally mature interpretation of principles rather than any specific
code of conduct,” and she says film gives dramatic life to struggles over those principles.?
This article will look at what has been called the paramount principle of
journalism—truthtelling—as it is depicted in a movie about a notorious real-life case of
journalistic deception. Shattered Glass® is the story of Stephen Glass, who in 1998 was
fired for fabricating more than two dozen stories for the New Republic magazine. Writer-
director Billy Ray chose to focus his film more on the editor who fired Glass, Charles
“Chuck” Lane, than on Glass himself. As a result, the movie turns a story of press
ignominy into one of triumph, presenting a morality tale in which the hero upholds

journalistic virtue and the villain is summarily banished. Similar to other journalism

movies, Shattered Glass reaffirms notions of individual responsibility and professional
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autonomy at a time when many see such notions as increasingly inadequate, especially in
relation to truthtelling and the press’s role in American life.

Part I of the article will discuss how movies explore professional conduct and
how they have dealt historically with questions of journalistic truth. It also will examine
how truthtelling has been viewed as a central principle in journalism. Part Il reviews the
Stephen Glass case and how Shattered Glass presented it, comparing what many critics
said the case and others like it suggested about journalism with what the movie itself
suggested.® Part 111 will critically analyze the idealized portrait of the press that

Hollywood presents and what that portrait implies for real-world media ethics.

I. MOVIES AND THE PROFESSIONS

The assertion that movies portray journalism or any other profession idealistically
may seem dubious, especially to professionals themselves.® According to law professor
Michael Asimow, most attorney characters who appear in contemporary films are
“unpleasant or unhappy human beings you wouldn’t want as friends” and “bad
professionals you wouldn’t admire or want as your lawyer.”® Similarly, a medical
professor writes that positive cinematic portrayals of doctors have long been
counterbalanced by “films whose central themes have been arrogance, insensitivity,
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greed, incompetence, and even criminality.”” And a journalism trade magazine only half-
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kiddingly has blamed Hollywood for “those loathsome misconceptions that journalists
are hard-drinking, foul-mouthed, dim-witted social misfits concerned only with twisting
the truth into scandal and otherwise devoid of conscience, respect for basic human
dignity or a healthy fear of God.”®

A common contention is that movies have become increasingly critical in recent
years in response to mounting public mistrust of the professions. One journalist has
written that there “is a lag between when an institution develops the symptoms of an
illness and when the movies respond, by which point the disease is often far advanced.”®
In journalism’s case, “sensationalism and a profits-above-all philosophy metastasized
through our news organs, weakening their standards and enfeebling their public spirit.”**
The thought is that as the cancer has spread, the movies have grown more negative.

Such arguments imply that cinematic portrayals during Hollywood’s golden era
were rosier than they actually were. For example, declaring that 1930s films showed

journalists “instinctively siding with the Common Man™°

overlooks that reporters in
1931’s The Front Page'! hounded a woman until she flung herself out a window and that
they urged a sheriff to move up a hanging so that they could include the news in their

early editions. Another movie from the same year, Five Star Final,**

graphically
depicted a tabloid newspaper driving a married couple to suicide.
More importantly, however, these arguments often assume that movies’ negative

depictions of individual journalists or news organizations translate into a blanket
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indictment of the press, whereas the opposite may be true. Again, one can draw a parallel
with lawyer movies. Law professor David Ray Papke writes that even in the current
cynical age, “popular culture reinforces the ideas that courts work as institutions and that
law in general can be trusted both in its articulation and application.”*® Journalism
movies play much the same role in reaffirming what has been described as the “free press
myth,” or the belief that an independent and privately-owned press has been “ordained by
the Founding Fathers as the engine of participatory self-government.”** According to
media historians Robert McChesney and Ben Scott, that belief helps shield the press as
an institution from criticism: “While individual editors or publishers along the way may
be castigated for failing to do their jobs well, the system itself is beyond reproach.”*

The free press myth is built upon the tenet that journalism can and should report
truth that citizens may rationally act upon in making democracy work.'® That tenet
underlies both libertarian and social responsibility models of the press. Classical
libertarianism did not assume that journalism had a specific duty to present truth, but did
see freedom of the press as key to a self-righting marketplace of ideas: “Let all with

something to say be free to express themselves. The true and sound will survive; the

false and the unsound will be vanquished.”*" In contrast, the social responsibility or
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neoliberal model that evolved from libertarianism asserted that journalism should present
“truthful, comprehensive, and intelligent” news in a meaningful context; it espoused
“positive” freedom (saying the press was intended to be free to serve the public interest)
as opposed to “negative” freedom (holding that the press was only intended to be free
from governmental constraint).*® Even so, the social responsibility model continued to
rely on Enlightenment notions of individual rationality and autonomy and the objective
ability to separate truth from falsehood. It promoted self-regulation, with government
needing to step in only if the press proved unable or unwilling to police itself. Press
ethics came to embrace the idea that journalism had a professional obligation to seek and
report truth, but also that individual journalists and news organizations should
independently decide what truth the public needed to know.™

That idea has come under challenge in recent years. It is not that truth is no
longer seen as important; on the contrary, media ethicist Clifford Christians declares that
it still must be the press’s guiding principle given that “human existence is impossible
without an overriding commitment to truth.”?® Rather, the concern is that “mass-media
ethics has failed to develop persuasive critical reflection about journalism’s collective
culture and institutional structure and thus tends to reinforce the status quo.”** Critics
charge that the press is attuned more to its own professional norms and pretensions than it

is to the common good, as evidenced by its adherence to the code of objectivity: “What is
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insidious and crippling about objectivity is when journalists say: ‘We just present you
with facts. We don’t make judgments. We don’t have any values ourselves.” That is
dangerous and wrongheaded.”?? Even investigative news stories about egregious social
injustice are said to suffer in the telling from that same “norm of moral disengagement”
so that the stories tend to evoke cynicism and apathy instead of outrage.*® Journalism’s
predominantly “Caucasian, well educated, and middle-to-upper class” occupational
culture is thought to be out of touch with a diverse and multicultural public, for whom no
one overarching “truth” may suffice.* And the press’s assertions of independence
appear to ring hollow in the face of increasingly consolidated and profit-driven media
ownership propped up by government policymaking, producing a climate in which
“truth” seems less important than whatever the market will bear.®

If truth long has been a subject of concern and debate within journalism, it also
long has been a subject of journalism movies. Such films can be considered a distinct
genre in that they show “familiar characters performing familiar actions which celebrate
familiar values.”® In journalism movies, reporter and editor characters regularly interact
in a newsroom setting and pursue news stories typically embodied by one or more other

characters. According to historian Richard Ness, “the basic pattern of the films is
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developed in terms of what truth is being sought or suppressed in the film and how and
by whom it is controlled”; conflict is “generated by who knows the truth and who is
trying to find out about it.”?" Often, truth is slippery and characters’ behavior is well
removed from the social responsibility model of the press: reporters calling in wildly
exaggerated and contradictory accounts of an escaped convict’s capture in The Front
Page and His Girl Friday,”® media moguls using their newspapers to promote fakery and
demagoguery in Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to Washington®® and Meet John Doe,* a
journalist trying and failing to uncover Rosebud’s identity in Citizen Kane,*! another
journalist lying about keeping a man trapped in a cave for the sake of a scoop in Ace in
the Hole,* a newscaster faking tears to advance his career in Broadcast News,*
television executives manipulating public opinion and squelching the news in Network®*
and The Insider,* etc.

More often than not, though, the lying villains get their comeuppance or a voice
of conscience finally gets out the truth. The journalists in The Front Page and His Girl
Friday topple a corrupt mayor and sheriff and save a pardoned man from execution. The
fascistic moguls are thwarted in the Capra films. The reporter in Ace in the Hole
confesses all and then dies from a stab wound. A news producer uses rival news

organizations to help reveal corporate perfidy in The Insider. At the end of Absence of
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Malice,* a blundering journalist who has humiliated herself and her newspaper
apologizes for debasing her profession: “I know you think what I do for a living is
nothing. But it isn’t really nothing; I just did it badly.” In such ways, movies assign
individual blame while absolving journalism as a whole, consistent with the free press
myth. It also is consistent with the familiar mythic figure of the “scapegoat,” “affirming
and defending social consensus” (in this case, over what the press should be and do) by
dispensing “dark consequences for those who deviate.”’

Furthermore, the movies also consistently have told heroic stories about the press:
Gregory Peck going undercover to expose anti-Semitism in Gentleman’s Agreement,*®
Humphrey Bogart standing up to gangsters in Deadline, USA,* Clint Eastwood rescuing
a wrongfully convicted man from death row in True Crime,*® Robert Redford sacrificing
his life to break a big overseas story in Up Close and Personal,** etc. No film embodies
that exalted image more than does All the President’s Men,* starring Redford and Dustin
Hoffman as Woodward and Bernstein uncovering the Watergate scandal and helping
topple the Nixon administration. The film encapsulates what media scholar Michael
Schudson has called “the central myth of American journalism,” representing for the
press “a charter, an inspiration, a reason for being large enough to justify the

constitutional protections that journalism enjoys.”*®
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Even at the time of the movie’s release, however, some saw it and the Watergate
myth as mixed blessings. Journalist Nat Hentoff wrote that the film likely would
intensify a trend of journalists “not paying much, if any, attention to how they get a story,
so long as they get it.”** In a similar vein, Sissela Bok praised Woodward and Bernstein
for helping expose the scandal, but said “a whole fabric of deception arose” during their
investigation as they misled or lied to some of their sources and never appeared to
consider possible alternatives to their actions. Bok noted that journalism and other
professions “reward competition and unusual achievement,” and she said that could lead
to further deceptions with serious consequences if left unchecked: “The accepted
practices may then grow increasingly insensitive, and abuses and mistakes more
common, resulting in harm to self, profession, clients, and society.”*

In fact, some have said that was precisely what happened to the press in the years
following Watergate as journalists sought to achieve the same kind of stardom
Woodward and Bernstein had enjoyed.*® The Washington Post, which had so recently
basked in the acclaim for its Watergate reporting, was forced to return a Pulitzer Prize in
1981 after reporter Janet Cooke confessed to making up a story. The scandal sparked
consternation within the press and efforts to prevent similar incidents from reoccurring.

Nevertheless, two decades later, the New York Times and USA Today were similarly

embarrassed by the fabrications of reporters Jayson Blair and Jack Kelley, respectively.
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Stephen Glass’s deceptions at the New Republic may have been the most
outrageous of all. (“Compared to Glass, Jayson Blair was an amateur,” one of Glass’s
former coworkers would say.)*” Those deceptions would become the basis of the film
Shattered Glass. Although the subject matter was distinctly less heroic than that of All
the President’s Men, the movie would draw inspiration from its cinematic predecessor,
and the message it ultimately provided about journalism reaffirmed the myth of

Watergate and the free press.

Il. STEPHEN GLASS AND SHATTERED GLASS

Stephen Glass joined the New Republic soon after graduating from the University
of Pennsylvania in 1994, where he had edited the campus newspaper and been admired
by his staff for stressing “journalistic values and the importance of accurate, balanced
reporting.”® By age twenty-five, he was “the most sought-after young reporter in the
nation’s capital,”* not only a star writer and associate editor at his own magazine but
also a contributor to such publications as Harper’s and Rolling Stone.

Glass was a specialist in what he would later describe in a lightly-fictionalized
memoir as “the dominant magazine journalism voice of the 1990s: the Ironic-
Contrarian,” which emphasized “sophisticated, low-key takedowns” of its targets.® His

first major New Republic piece labeled the head of the Center for Science in the Public
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Interest, Michael Jacobson, “the closest thing we have to a national nag”;*** when
Jacobson challenged the story’s truthfulness, New Republic editor Michael Kelly
responded by branding him a liar.**** Glass continued in the same vein with subsequent
stories: Spring Breakdown, about a gathering of “dejected, depressed, drunk and dumb”
young conservatives; Monica Sells, about Monica Lewinsky-themed novelties (including
an “inflatable ‘Leaves of Grass’-reciting sex doll””); and Hack Heaven, about a teenage
computer hacker blackmailing a software firm by demanding a Miata and a lifetime
subscription to Playboy.™

By 1998, Michael Kelly had been ousted as editor due to political and editorial
differences with the publisher. His replacement, Charles “Chuck” Lane, was less
charismatic and less popular with the staff, but he supported Glass to the point of
contributing the titles to Monica Sells and Hack Heaven. That ended after Forbes online
reporter Adam Penenberg investigated the hacker story and found it to be completely
fabricated, leading to Glass’s dismissal.>® It was then discovered that Glass had made up
part or all of at least twenty-six other stories for the magazine, including the young
conservatives and Monica Lewinsky pieces. He had avoided detection via faked notes
and other deceptions that included a phony website for the non-existent computer firm in
his hacker story; he had “even inserted fake mistakes into his fake stories so fact checkers

would catch them and feel as if they were doing their jobs.”*?
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The Glass scandal and the Jayson Blair and Jack Kelley cases that followed
generated considerable media discussion concerning who or what was responsible. For
some, the blame fell squarely on the wayward journalists themselves. In a note to its
readers immediately following Glass’s firing, the New Republic said it had been
victimized by “the systematic and intentional deceptions of someone who actually has no
business practicing journalism,” adding that it had “promptly removed the culprit” and
“publicly acknowledged the problem.”™* Glass’s former coworkers would later say he
was “a very confused soul” who lacked “any capacity for grappling with moral
questions” and who failed “to get that truth is essential to journalism, or that journalism
done the honest way serves a critical role in society.”® Others similarly declared that
those such as Glass had “violated the First Commandment of journalism: Thou shalt not
lie,” that the violators represented individual “pathology,”” and that “no newsroom
reforms will alter that mutated variety of human nature.”>® At the same time, it was
asserted (much as The New Republic had implied in its note to its readers) that journalism
could regulate itself. One journalist noted that it had been an “honest, blue-collar”
reporter, Adam Penenberg, who had exposed Glass, while another wrote that “the press’s
continuing exposure of the press is the best protection the public has against bad

journalism.”
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However, some argued that the scandals signified broader problems. Even before
Glass’s deceptions were discovered, the New Republic was condemned for having
“become smug and cynical—the embodiment of much that is wrong with political
journalism today” and for teaching its young staff that the way to get ahead was to
“meticulously wrap a web of venomous words” around the magazine’s selected targets.*®
(In other words, the magazine was said to promote the “Ironic-Contrarian” stance that
Glass would later note in his book.) Such criticisms were heard again after Glass’s firing,
not only concerning the New Republic’s cynicism but also how it exemplified a “youth-
happy journalism industry” that “catapults reporters into the big leagues before they have
learned the fundamentals of their craft.”®

The criticism accelerated in light of the deceptions of the similarly-youthful
Jayson Blair at the New York Times a few years later. One observer wrote that the press
could not simply blame a few “skillful liars” for such misdeeds when they pointed toward
declining editorial oversight in a “buzz-and-bucks era of journalistic celebrityhood.”®
Another similarly asserted that journalists were increasingly being “seduced by fashion,
money and fame to use their talents to invent a good story,” in turn contributing to the

“vanishing borders between fact and fiction.”®*
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And some critics suggested that journalists’ hand-wringing over the likes of Glass
and Blair only deflected attention from even more serious concerns: the press’s chronic
tendency toward stereotype and cliché, its passivity and credulousness regarding the
buildup to war in Irag, etc.° For journalism educator James Carey, the highly publicized
cases of deception exposed “a well-kept secret: The culture of journalism professes
loyalty to truth, thoroughness, context and sobriety but actually rewards prominence, the
unique take, standing out from the crowd and the riveting narrative.”® Even if
compulsively-lying reporters were “sociopaths,” their actions illuminated “the deepest
recesses of the normal.”®®

Writer-director Billy Ray saw the Stephen Glass story in much the same way
when he first considered it as a film subject: not as a tale of press valor, but as a potential
satire along the lines of Network.®* However, Ray had been moved by the Watergate
myth just as many journalists had been. He came to see the movie as an “open tip of the
cap to Woodward and Bernstein and the work that they had done when | was a kid. | was
always raised to believe that what they had done was heroic; | still think it is.”®® During

the film’s production when a columnist charged that journalists” “willingness to
manufacture fraud can only be encouraged by movies that put their bylines in lights,” the

filmmakers responded by saying “the real heroes of Shattered Glass are the editors, who,
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once they uncovered evidence of Glass’s transgressions, acted immediately and
decisively, defending their honorable profession.”®

In short, the film shifted the focus away from Glass and toward the men who had
supervised him. Michael Kelly and Chuck Lane both served as paid consultants and were
given approval over the script (Glass himself did not cooperate with the making of the
film). At first, Kelly had threatened to sue over how the movie might portray him; he
was afraid that it “might forever immortalize him as the Editor who didn’t catch Glass.”®’
In fact, he would be depicted as a much-beloved boss who had been as victimized by
Glass as everyone else at the magazine had been. After Kelly died covering the Iraq war
prior to Shattered Glass’s premiere, the filmmakers dedicated the movie to his memory.

As for Lane, he too had regrets over his role in the Glass scandal, saying he had
fully expected it to result in his firing. However, he would come off as the true hero of
the film. Billy Ray involved Lane closely in the production, aiming toward producing
“an accurate account of a complicated mess.”®® Much as Woodward and Bernstein said
they had done in reporting Watergate, Ray “checked with two separate sources” to
confirm that an event had occurred before including it in the movie; at the same time, he
and his cinematographer viewed All the President’s Men “dozens of times, to see how a

story about journalism could be told in a visually compelling way.”®® After being

dissatisfied with a preliminary cut of the film that portrayed Lane and the rest of the New

66. Jack Mathews, Truth Under Fire, N.Y. DAILY NEwS, Sept. 1, 2002, at 18; Lions Gate Films Presents
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Republic’s staff as glumly resigned over the Glass affair, Ray wrote and shot new scenes
for the final version that opened in theaters in fall 2003.

Shattered Glass is narrated by Glass himself (played by Hayden Christensen).
“There are so many show-offs in journalism, so many braggarts and jerks,” he is heard
saying in an opening voiceover. “The good news is, reporters like that make it easy to
distinguish yourself. If you’re even a little bit humble, a little self-effacing or solicitous,
you stand out.” He then is seen rising at the New Republic by flattering and flirting with
his fellow staffers, most of whom are little older than he. He also wows them with his
fantastical stories that regularly find their way into print. Whenever he senses that he is
about to be challenged, he defuses the potential criticism by plaintively asking (as the
real-life Glass did), “Are you mad at me?”®

The only staff member who is cool toward Glass is Chuck Lane (Peter Sarsgaard),
with whom Glass is engaged in a running game of one-upmanship. (Whenever Lane
talks about working on a serious piece regarding Haiti or the Falklands, Glass upstages
him with his own stories about felonious debauchery at the young conservatives
convention or “human-on-human biting.”) After Glass’s champion Michael Kelly (Hank
Azaria) is fired and replaced by Lane, Glass subtly works to undermine Lane’s already
tenuous authority.

Matters come to a head when Forbes’s Adam Penenberg (Steve Zahn) exposes
the fabrications in Glass’s computer hacker piece. Under Lane’s relentless questioning
regarding the story, Glass wavers but does not break. “If you want me to say that | made

it up, I will,” he tells Lane. “If that’ll help you, I’ll say it.” “I just want you to tell me the

€ A.O. Scott, A Young Writer’s Ambition, With Loyalty and Betrayal, N.Y. TIMES, Oct. 31, 2003, at E17.
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truth, Steve,” Lane replies, “Can you do that?” Glass cannot, and Lane fires him. When
Glass’s best friend on the staff (played by Chloé Sevigny) challenges the decision, Lane
confronts her in one of the newly-written scenes added to the final cut of the film:
We’re all going to have to answer for what we let happen here. We’re all
going to have an apology to make. . . . Every competitor we ever took a
shot at, they’re going to pounce, and they should. Because we blew it,
Caitlin! He handed us fiction after fiction, and we printed them all as fact.
Just because we found him entertaining. It’s indefensible. Don’t you know
that?”
At the end, the staff presents Lane with a written apology to the
magazine’s readers and then breaks into applause for their editor. As for Glass,
he appears still to be trapped in his make-believe world. The movie has been
framed with scenes of him triumphantly returning to his old high school to speak
to a journalism class, but it is implied that they have occurred only in his
imagination. Billy Ray visually underscored the shift from fantasy to reality by
shooting the early scenes inside the magazine offices with a handheld camera and
the later scenes with a steadier tripod-mounted one, “the suggestion being that
truth as an idea was beginning to take hold there, and that order was beginning to
be restored.”"
Prior to Shattered Glass’s release, according to the American Journalism
Review, “half of the journalism industry was chomping at the bit for the film
while the other half wished it would go away.””* Although on balance reviews of

the movie were good, there were dissenters. The Columbia Journalism Review

said Glass had been “sanitized for the sake of the story into just a pathetic kid
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dangerously out of his league” as opposed to the “repugnant” liar he actually
was.”? One journalist echoed earlier concerns that the movie would glamorize
Glass’s misdeeds. Pointing not only to the film but also to Glass’s and Jayson
Blair’s book deals, he wrote that “we in the journalism field have allowed this,
turning our rapists into leading men.”"

Some, however, found the film reassuring. One said “Glass wound up
looking even worse in the movies than he had in print,” being “so smarmy and
transparent in his obsequious behavior, so nauseatingly disingenuous in his self-
deprecation.”™ Others wrote of “the immense satisfaction of seeing a smarmy,

" 75 and of how the movie

brown-nosing little fake get what’s coming to him
“makes us feel the way our forefathers must have felt after a really good public
stoning.”® In contrast, Peter Sarsgaard as Chuck Lane was praised for making
“ethical conviction tough and attractive” and for “metamorphosing his character’s
stiffness into a moral indignation that’s jolting and, finally, invigorating.”™
Another reviewer declared herself “heartened that someone still has enough faith
in the fourth estate to imagine this tawdry saga as an old-fashioned morality play

in which the good guys come up tops.””’

72. Gal Beckerman, Facts and Fictions: Shards of Glass, CoLUM. JOURNALISM REV., Sept.—Oct., 2003, at
54, 54,

73. Freedman, supra note 56, at 13A.

74. David Shaw, Fabricators: Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildering, L.A. TIMES, Nov. 2, 2003, at E12.
75. Jim Lane, House of Glass, SACRAMENTO NEWS & REV., Nov. 20, 2003, available at
http://www.newsreview.com/issues/sacto/2003-11-20/film.asp.

E David Edelstein, Stephen’s Bogus Journey, SLATE, Oct. 30, 2003, at http://slate.com/id/2090544 (on file
with the Notre Dame Journal of Law, Ethics & Public Policy).

76. Wesley Morris, Smart Glass Is Filled with Thrill, BosToN GLOBE, Nov. 14, 2003, at C6; Glenn Kenny,
SHATTERED GLASS, PREMIERE, Oct. 29, 2003, available at
http://www.premiere.com/article.asp?section_id=2&article_id=1291 (film review) (on file with Notre
Dame Journal of Law, Ethics & Public Policy).
http://www.premiere.com/article.asp?section_id=2&article_id=1291.

77. Ella Taylor, Bullshit Detected, L.A. WEEKLY, Oct. 31-Nov. 6, 2003, at 38.

18



The film’s moralizing tone did irritate some reviewers whose criticisms
recalled those aimed at the press in the wake of the Glass scandal. The New York
Times’s Frank Rich wrote that there was “a gaping disconnect between a
Hollywood critique like Shattered Glass and the news media’s more distressing
ailments,” including its role in perpetuating a “star-worshipping celebrity
culture.””® Another critic said the film “might have delivered a blow to the
barking narcissism of our age,” but instead gave journalism “a big wet kiss at a
time when the profession might benefit from a kick in the ass.””

The New Yorker’s Anthony Lane was especially contemptuous,
pronouncing Shattered Glass “the most ridiculous movie | have seen this year” in
how it portrayed Glass as “a rotten apple in the barrel” while suggesting that “the
barrel itself, the noble calling of the reporter, is as sturdy and polished as ever.”
He added that it was silly to heap “wrath and lamentation on dodgy reporting”
instead of on “the strains of harm and negligence that genuinely corrode our
lives.”® Yet Lane’s review prompted a rebuttal from one Canadian critic: “If
truth isn’t something worth making an issue about, let alone a movie, then should
we not just abandon all pretence of civilization, grab our clubs and buffalo skins,
and retreat to the caves of our prehistoric ancestors?”®*

I1l. MOVIES AND MEDIA ETHICS

The most common criticism of Shattered Glass, even from the film’s

admirers, was that it provided little insight into what drove Glass to lie. Glass
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himself raised that point after viewing the movie: “I don’t think there’s ever an
expression of why or what it felt like to be the person doing this.” In response,
Billy Ray said Glass’s motivation “just doesn’t interest me that much.”®? That
lack of interest contributed to the movie’s comparatively one-dimensional portrait
of the young reporter as a sniveling weasel who received his just deserts. On the
other hand, Lane’s character was more fully rounded, allowed at first to appear
“cold and a little priggish, aloof from the warm, competitive camaraderie that
binds the rest of the staff together” before finally winning the staff’s respect and
affection.®® The movie also softened the character by showing him with his wife
and sick infant child in scenes that the real-life Lane acknowledged were largely
fictionalized.®*

Thus the film told a straightforward tale of a sympathetic journalistic hero
vanquishing an unsympathetic journalistic villain. That was consistent with the
common press perception that Glass, like Jayson Blair and other deceiving
reporters, was a “scoundrel” who had to be severely punished for his sins (as one
journalist put it, “You cannot kill these creatures too many times”).% It also was
consistent with journalistic ethics codes and the social responsibility model of the

press: one news organization through the initiative of its staff exposed the

82. Douglas J. Rowe, Picking Up the Pieces: Life Goes On for Disgraced Reporter, TIMES UNION (Albany,
N.Y.), Nov. 20, 2003, at P39. Glass’s own explanation was that “I lied to deceive people in[to] thinking
better of me.” After losing his magazine job, he earned a law degree from Georgetown University and
passed the New York bar exam, but he noted that his character and fitness review would “obviously require
a great deal of consideration.” Id.

83. A.O. Scott, A Young Writer’s Ambition, With Loyalty and Betrayal, N.Y. TIMES, Oct. 31, 2003, at E17.
84. See Howard Kurtz, Stephen Glass: The True Story, WASH. PosT, Oct. 7, 2002, at C1, C7.

85. William Powers, Grinding Away, 35 NAT’L J. 1712 (2003); Edelstein, supra note 75. In his novel-
memoir, Glass alluded to the press’s reaction to his misdeeds. “You’ll never be sorry enough for the
journalists,” his brother tells him in the book. “The only way you’ll ever give them a modicum of
satisfaction . . . is to let them run your obituary. Here lies Stephen Aaron Glass, who was wrong and broke
the rules. Very important rules. And he was bad too. Very bad. He suffered all his life, and then he died
painfully.” GLASS, supra note 50, at 234.

20



misdeeds of a competing news organization, and the editor at the competing
organization accepted responsibility by firing the wrongdoer and issuing a public
apology.®

However, just as Shattered Glass eschewed an investigation of the
psychological factors underlying Glass’s deceptions, it also avoided examining in
any significant detail the social and cultural factors that may have contributed to
the scandal. The movie did allude briefly to the financial pressures upon the New
Republic (“Our losses are a joke,” the publisher is heard saying).” It noted that
the median age of the staff was only twenty-six and that Glass was the youngest
of all. It touched on the young staff’s desire to make names for themselves and
on the envy that some felt toward Glass’s growing fame; it similarly showed the
competitiveness among the online reporters at Forbes to get a piece of the story
exposing Glass. And it subtly highlighted the differences between Glass’s
splashy, personalized style of reporting and the drier, policy-oriented style
favored by Lane.

Left unexplored were questions regarding the magazine’s cynical
organizational culture and the editors’ role in fostering it. For example, one critic
charged that “junior staffers looking to [Michael] Kelly for editorial direction

would see nasty and snide as the way to go,”®’

a far cry from the movie’s
depiction of him as a gentle, paternal figure. As for Lane, he not only had
allowed some of Glass’s fabricated articles to be published but also helped

provide the ironic, winking titles to them (as with Monica Sells and Hack
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Heaven). “The editors were desperate for good stuff,” an anonymous New
Republic staffer said shortly after Glass’s lies were uncovered. “A hungry dog
doesn’t sniff at his bowl before eating.”® The ways in which such a climate
could allow and even encourage various forms of deception were not directly
addressed by the movie.? Instead it portrayed deception in black-and-white
terms, with Lane resisting Glass’s attempts to envelop him in his web of lies and
declaring with righteous indignation that the magazine would hold itself
accountable for its indefensible performance.*

One review of Shattered Glass ended by rhetorically asking, “What sort of
culture elevates Glass for his entertainment value, punishes him for being too
entertaining, rewards his notoriety, and then resurrects him again as a moral
object lesson?”®! The answer is a culture rife with the same contradictions that
James Carey pointed toward in journalism, one that extols truth and sobriety
while embracing “aggressiveness and star quality.”** A key role of myth is to
reconcile just such “basic oppositions at the heart of human life.”*® Shattered
Glass, like All the President’s Men and other journalism movies before it,
reaffirmed the myth of a free press.

That myth venerates personal initiative and ambition: for example,

Woodward and Bernstein’s hunger to get ahead by exposing Nixon, or Adam
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Penenberg’s desire to do the same by exposing Glass. At the same time, it
condemns excesses in ambition: the Nixon administration flouting the law to stay
in power, or Stephen Glass flouting the truth to stay in print. Those such as Glass,
Jayson Blair, and Janet Cooke who act beyond the pale are publicly pilloried. In
following “the prescribed script of a ritual of atonement,” the press resolves its
“own internal contradictions symbolically, at least momentarily, by expulsion of
the guilty.” In turn, that serves “to showcase the central virtues of journalism, to
shore up the boundary between fact and fiction, borrowing and stealing, and to
restore the bond of trust” between the press and the public.** Journalism is shown
to be still worthy of its charter, able to deal with its own scoundrels just as it dealt
with public scoundrels during Watergate. Truth is reasserted and order is
restored; professional authority and autonomy are maintained.

According to critics, the problem with such myths is that they prop up the
very status quo that the critics say is no longer tenable. “Myth not only offers
order but also insists on order,” writes media scholar Jack Lule. “Myth not only
confirms beliefs but also constricts beliefs. Myth not only passes down traditions
but also sanctions traditions.”® Yet the Enlightenment tradition of liberal,
rational individualism that is sanctioned by the free press myth seems increasingly
irrelevant; in Clifford Christians’” words, the “modernist project to establish
reason and truth as being everywhere and always the same has failed” while at the

same time “the paradigm of immutable and universal morality has been generally
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discredited.”™® Some ask whether a new project or paradigm is required. As one
political scientist has put it, “Is it possible that there is a need for some kind of an
ethic rooted in a critique of liberalism and based on a democratic, multicultural,
humane ideal?”®’

Christians and others argue that communitarian media ethics may be the
answer. Communitarianism reembraces the notion of universal morality in
asserting that “persons have certain inescapable claims on one another that cannot
be renounced except at the cost of their humanity.”* It advocates “a journalism
committed to justice, covenant, and empowerment” that helps citizens become
“empowered for social transformation, not merely freed from external constraints,
as classical liberalism insisted.”® Such an ethic demands a radical reorientation
away from individual autonomy and toward the common good, including “a
fundamental restructuring of the organizational culture within which news is
constituted” and “a decisive break with individualistic capitalism” geared only
toward “fattening company coffers.”” Consistent with the last point, Robert
McChesney decries the current “Market Uber Alles” approach to media
policymaking that, far from fostering innovation, only encourages “the cheap and
the imitative” as well as the violent and vulgar. Charging that the current system
“is not set up to create good journalism; it is set up to generate maximum profits

for news media companies,” McChesney argues for “a strong policy bias toward
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encouraging more competitive markets” as opposed to the oligopolistic one now
in place. He also calls for “strong policy measures and subsidies . . . to encourage
a vibrant nonprofit and noncommercial media sector.”*®

Again, though, those perspectives do not appear in movies such as
Shattered Glass. There is no follow-up to the film’s passing mention of money
concerns at the New Republic. There is little reference to the world outside the
magazine or to a citizenry that, according to one media scholar, is typically either
ignored by Hollywood or depicted as being “credulous, impulsive, and
dependent” toward the media.’® Instead, much as All the President’s Men has
been criticized for focusing on Woodward and Bernstein at the expense of a more
nuanced study of Watergate,'®* Shattered Glass forgoes a more searching critique
of the press in favor of presenting “a nostalgic view of a credible, long-standing
enterprise betrayed by . . . a pathological liar.”*%

Is then the movie nothing but a sop to a model of journalism and media
ethics that no longer works? Indeed, can we realistically expect anything
provocative or useful from Hollywood in that regard, given that movies are
themselves commercial media products designed to appeal to paying audiences by
drawing upon familiar formulas and myths?

The bigger question is whether those familiar myths have anything still to offer

us. For those such as Jack Lule, the answer clearly is yes. Even if myth generally
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maintains the status quo, it also provides “stories and exemplary models that can be used
by groups to alter or shape social order.”*® In other words, myth addresses not only what
is but also what could and should be. According to Michael Schudson, that is why
Watergate continues to resonate for the press; as with all myths, it speaks to “what we
may have been once, what we still might become, what we would be like ‘if.””*** Even a
critical scholar who writes of how the free press myth masks the workings of power
nonetheless acknowledges that the myth is “inspirational, hopeful, ennobling, giving
substance” to enduring ideals “that would otherwise become vague in the minds of new
generations.”*%

With that in mind, Billy Ray’s assertion that he wrote and directed Shattered
Glass as “an open tip of the cap to Woodward and Bernstein and the work that they had
done when | was a kid” sounds less self-serving or naive. Ray said the movie was about
the generation of journalists that has followed Woodward and Bernstein and that “still
has to prove itself.” Not all are stars or star-wannabes; some are “grinders” who are
“fighting the good fight.” According to Ray, that in turn highlights the central idea of the
movie, “that the truth either tortures us or sets us free. And it clearly did one thing to
Stephen Glass and another thing to Chuck Lane.”*®

Shattered Glass is a reminder that whatever Hollywood’s shortcomings
may be in presenting systematic critiques of the press, it still can offer compelling

studies of individual choices and show why they matter, even at a time when the

nature of truth and individual autonomy is questioned. “The whole truth is out of
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reach,” Sissela Bok has written. “But this fact has very little to do with our
choices about whether to lie or to speak honestly, about what to say and what to
hold back.”®" Those choices are especially important in journalism, in which
individuals regularly make decisions reflecting either a commitment toward truth
and “journalism’s stated mission toward the public trust” or toward “other
principles—such as hunger for a good story or desire for career advancement.”*®
Shattered Glass dramatically depicts what is at stake within news organizations
and in the end shows the right choices being made.

More broadly, the movie speaks of ideals regarding truth and democracy
that we cannot afford to abandon unless we are prepared to “retreat to the caves of
our prehistoric ancestors,” as one reviewer of the film eloquently put it."® The
film does not come close toward addressing all that ails journalism. But in
making “ethical conviction tough and attractive,”** in suggesting that “grinders”

are sometimes more valuable than stars, and in declaring that truthtelling remains

sine qua non, it takes the necessary first step.
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