[npraise of the
cabs (sortof)

?ﬂmg; Geary

A couple of years ago, I was asked to judge several categories in the British
press Awards. I was glad to be assigned to the “Best front page” and “Best
artoonist” categories since that meant I didn’t have to read a lot — or
anything, really, apart from the captions to the cartoons. And the judging
process itself, an afternoon of provocative debate and discussion with the
other judges, was fun. When I attended the awards ceremony itself, though, I
realised that despite living and working as a journalist in London for almost
10years]still felt very much like a stranger in a strange land.

Icame to London in 1996 to work for Time magazine’s European edition,
first as a writer and then as an editor. During that time, I've always felt a bit
like I was in the London media scene but not of it. There are a number of
reasons for that, I think. I am not by nature much of a networker, and as an
American working for an American publication my professional orbit was
almos by definition slightly out of sync with that of my British
counterparts. Plus, the UK was never my beat (that’s the job of the London

ureau ch; : .
chief ), 501 was hardly ever out and about attending press conferences
or goverﬂment

Britigh briefings. My focus was on European stories, not necessarily
1Shones,

" fact) as an ed

I .
Brir: 1tor I deliberately tried to keep a certain distance from
1tish coyer o

Arogg Europenghljhe European edition of Time is read not just ie the UK but
Judgmen too,h ricaand the Middle East, and I was wary of having my news
the British cavily filtered through, or influenced by, what I was readingin
Press. But at the Press Awards ceremony, I realised there was
aSr(;naf(l)r feeling slightly out of place: It’s the tabs wot doneit.

otof faSCinating and well-analysed differences between the

and yos .
the British press. In the U.S., the major newspapers maintaina
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n editorial comment and news coverage evep
ore and more toward partisanship. In the ;s
Jevision news is remarkably balanced whj]e th’
jon between comment and reporting is so often and so dramatic;l][(i
dio, the BBC — both domestically, with Station)
like Radio 4, and internationally, with the World Service — js Stilsl

ralleled in the breadthand the depthof its coverage.
s have seen major clashes between Governmeng

over the BBC/Andrew Gilligan reports on
mass destruction in Irag, and in the U.S. over

aration betwee
[ news 1s tending

ation 18 reversed: te

strict S€p
televisio
the situ

distinct
blurred in print. On the ra

unpa :
Since9/1 1, both countrie

and the media: in the UK

intelligence about weapons of
the outing of CIA operative Valerie Plame. But Britain hasn’t had a recent

scandal on the scale of Jayson Blair, who fabricated quotes, interviews and
expense accounts while working as a reporter for The New York Times. Yes,
America has its tabloid press but it is largely confined to reporting alien
abductions, Elvis sightings and celebrity gossip. There is simply 7o American
equivalent of The Sun, the Mirroror the Daily Mail.

Blow-up sex dolls

‘ This was brought home to me at the British Press Awards ceremony that
night, \,VhiChIcarf compare only in its raucous laddishness toa strange mixof
ag:i::fz-gbr]z:(p:ifn;:iz fratzrnicy party. Everyone was dressed in evening
and at one point t)hc mas;s: ’ fut Catcall.s regilarly erupted .fron.l the table
blow-up sex dolls in an atte:l ceremonies esorted (0 mal.cmg jokes abolut
strangely incongruous, and b pt to restore O.rder. It was hilarious and 'a ;0
wore on and the alcoh (:l 'CCame progressively more unruly as the night
bread rolls or fists sta::) nﬁtlr.]ucd to flow. I expected at any moment tO. see
St?nsibilities were not offen di’;ng l.)etwccn tables. My delicate A.Amer 1;2“}
discourse could prevail at such o JUSF S‘ecmcd odd to me that this leve _0
for the Foreign Press Asso .uc. aprestigious event. (The awards Ceremomels
of decorum by com ar.Clanon, hardly ashy and retiring bunch, aré r'nodc s
political elite, by, thcpd 150?.) Here were gathered Britain’s media a7
than vaguely malicioy ?fmmam tone of the evening was bawdy 3" mor¢
theair. The loudest of :h hCI'.C was a real sense of rivalry, even animOSitY’ n

centire bunch were the tabloid journalists:

ThlS was th
€
P year that :
alace and pubicheq i Ryan Parry worked as a footman in Buckmghhaﬂe
ther®

Par 7 n thc ' 1
TY Wonan awaq that hMtrror his account of his cmplOYmCnt
mght. Twas not, and still am not, a regular cader?

his story got my attention and made me rethink my views on
tabloid journalism- I was fascinated by Parry’s description of the royal
preakfast table: the cornflakes and porridge oats in their Tupperware
containers; the precise locations of the honey, maple syrup and silver spoons
for the marmalade; Prince Philip’s radio and his copy of the Racing Post; how
the Queen feeds most of her toast to the corgis under the table. Before
reading this StOT¥ I never really thought the tabs had much relevance either
to my work. Maybe they still don’t. But thanks to the exploits of

the tabs> but

tomy lifeor

Parry and co—an
sson as described in the News of the World - 1 gained a new

d, more recently, Mazher Mahmood’s encounter with Sven-
Goran Erik
(and occasionally, a grudging admiration) for what the tabsdo.

appreciation
dy brilliance to stunts like these. A weird hybrid of

There is a certain gau
investigative journalism and t
claborate sting operations have a brashness that seems tome quintessentially
British. There’s certainly nothing like them in the American press. At their
best, they still have a whiff of old-fashioned muckraking about them,
especially when a paper takes on some prominent public figure it feels nceds
toppling. The way the tabs appoint themselves the official voice of the
people, and the unofficial political opposition, distinguishes them from any
of their counterparts in any other country. Reality tabloidism is bold,
enterprising, lively and fun. Butisit good joumalism?

There’s no reason why it can’t be. The usual justification the papers
invoke when they pull off something like this is that the story isin the public
interest. Strictly speaking, that’s probably often true. Parry, for example,
made much of how he could have poisoned the Queen’s cornflakes at any
moment. President Bush was due at Buckingham Palace just days after Parry

quit — the story appeared the day the President arrived in Britain — so the
Ily since Parry seemed to have

ference froma regularathis
this can reveal

he print equivalent of reality TV, these

article did raise serious security 1ssues, especia
got the job based on little more than a characterre
local pub. When properly targeted and executed, exposés like
security lapses or the venality of important publicfigures.

1 s 967 % in the
But the line between what grabs the public’s interest and what’s In ]
o .
Public interest can be easily bent out of shape. 1 suspect that most peop©s
ince Andrew

rested in knowingt
«Eat, Drink and
for new €mp
but pictures 0

:: Zle; l\lvcrejust as., oreven .more, inte
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P'm a big fan of Prime Minister’s Question Tim,
attend the sessions in the House of Commons — o
order to do my job, but simply because I enjoyed
much. It’s one of the traditions of British parljap,
appeals to me most. Once a week, politicians are for
You have to know your brief and be able to think &
exposed on national television. The shouting,

sand Use

peri()d

t becaUSe I ncedica“y ty
e

the pg:..
pollthal the t()in
e
ntary demOQr Atre %
ced tq Stand acy thy,

n d

gesticuyl
take away from the fact that real issues are being deb

being done. On the contrary, the verbal rough-hoys
enjoyment. There’s absolutely nothing like it in Ame
much of what passes for debate consists of set-piece s

) eli\ler
ating ang o iné
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1€an politig \vhert )
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floor of the Senate. American politicians prefer monologye
S5 Britig,

politicians work better as part of an ensemble cast.
The rhetorical rowdiness in the Commons during Questioy T

qF ¥ me iS not
million miles away from the raucousness of the British Press Awards tha
at

ectacle gpg
theatre. The outlandishness of the stunts, and the rhetorical shoys with

night. And the tabloid sting operations have that same air of sp
which the stories are delivered? don’t necessarily have to mean there 150t reg|
substance there. That is not to say, of course, that tabloid stories s
invariably benign. Stings often go wrong and too far. Not everything about
someone’s personal life is fair game. And if the tabs are really interestedin
serving the public interest, many of them should change the irresponsible
and ill-informed way they handle issues such as immigration, asylumseckers
and the European Union. But love them or loathe them, the tabloids havegt
gumption— an impudence and impertinence toward power thatis for meont
of the defining characteristics of the British press. For good and for

nowhere else does this attitude exist with such vibrancy and virulence
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James Geary is the former Europe editor for Time magazint ot through®

bistory of the aphorism, We Are What We Think: A Journey
and Wittiest Sayings in the World.




