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M aster, Wardens, Members of the Court of Assistants, 
Liverymen, Ladies and Gentlemen;

o
DCJ
o
o
o
o
o
o
CJ

Th ere is a character in  T o m  Stoppard’s p lay Every Good 

Boy Deserves a Favour who is incarcerated in  a Russian lunatic 
asylum  because he thinks he is an orchestra conductor. H e  
is quite m ad but harm less. I  have to begin tonight by  
asking you to extend to me, an editor w ithout a newspaper, 
the kind  o f indulgence the Stoppard audience affords to the 
demented conductor w ithout an orchestra. There is a 
Sunday Times - 1 can hear it now -  and I  hope it w ill be back  
w ith you before too long. I  w ill have som ething to say about 
its suspension and that of The Times shortly, but it w ould, I  
am  afraid, be an appropriately sombre overture for this 
paper tonight on the state o f the B ritish  press, its freedom  
and its perform ance: Tosca, or if  you are o f an optim istic 
disposition, Fide lio  A ct O ne w ith the prisoner condemned 
but not yet executed. I  have a benchm ark for m elancholy. 
W hen I  gave the G ranada G u ild h a ll lecture five years ago 
in  1974 I  characterised the B ritish  press as half-free for 
reasons o f legal restraint w hich I  need m erely indicate  
w ithout detail tonight.

T h e  com parison was, o f course, w ith the freest press in  
the w orld, that of the U nited States. I  d id not say then, and 
I  do not say tonight, that the Am erican press is tw ice as 
good as the British  -  in  some respects such as prose and 
design it is m arkedly inferior -  but only that it was tw ice as 
free; that it has a greater opportunity for excellence. It  
w ould be possible, in  the M icaw berian m anner o f defining 
happiness, to say that the B ritish  press was 100 per cent free 
by taking as the norm  the liberties enjoyed by, say the 
Albanian People’s D a ily  or the Times of K am p ala  or M anila. 
But B rita in , seed bed o f the idea o f free press, has higher 
pretensions. W e can accord the Am erican press 100 per 
cent freedom not because it is w holly w ithout restraints of 
course but because its freedom is entrenched in  its con
stitution and because we can com pare, in  area after area, a 
specific lim itation in  B rita in  w ith a specific liberty in  the 
U nited  States. These com parisons are a gauge for us to 
measure our liberties, and that is a useful exercise to do from  
tim e to tim e, because in  the organic developm ent or 
decline o f that hvin g organism , the m odern com plex
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political dem ocracy, it is the cellu lar changes w hich m atter -  
the barely perceptible accretion o f case law , the creep of 
adm inistrative rules, the seduction o f p u b lic temper, the 
effrontery that goes unchecked or is unchallenged so it 
becomes a custom and fin a lly  a new power.

Freedom  in  a sophisticated society perishes in  a thousand 
whim pers rather than in  the single revolutionary bang o f a 
developing state. A d din g up or subtracting a ll that has 
changed since 1974 I  can only conclude that the epithet 
h a lf free would today be an exaggeration.

Th ere is no single cause o f this deterioration; and no 
single solution. It  is the result o f in d ivid u al decisions and of 
inertia, o f acts and o f attitudes in  law , governm ent, pub lic 
life and the press: journ alists as w ell as judges and p o liti
cians and c iv il servants have played their part, each 
perhaps w ith a clear conscience but producing a collectively 
m align consequence. Th ere have, to be sure, been one or 
two good moments. T h e  R o ya l Com m ission on the Press has 
rejected a variety of schemes for w eakening or ru in in g papers 
that people want to read in  favour o f papers they don’t want 
to read. But the Com m issioners were too optim istic of 
course in  saying that by arguing the pros and cons at length  
they hoped they had fin a lly  la id  them  to rest, but have 
laceratingly revealed the fam iliar com lrination o f naivity  
and nascent authoritarianism  that ran through a ll these 
plans for governm ent subsidies, licences, controls and 
allocation o f advertising revenue in clu d in g the Lab o u r 
Party’s People and the M edia.

Th en  there is the gleam  o f lig h t represented by the 
Lib e ra l M P, M r Clem ent Freud, who, where Jen kin s 
feared to tread, has introduced a Freedom  o f Inform ation  
B ill as a private m em ber’s measure. There are facts the 
B ritish  Governm ent w ill not tell you here Or w hich British  
com panies prefer to keep to themselves w hich you can  
discover in  the U nited States because o f their Freedom  of 
Inform ation A ct. It  is absurd that it should be so, that we 
can learn more about our own affairs in  W ashington than 
we can in  London, but so we can in  a w ide variety o f subjects 
whenever a B rid sh  firm  trading w ith Am erican or G overn

m ent Departm ent has to com ply w ith U S  regulations. T h e  
inform ation elicited then by U S  regulation is available to 
the press on dem and and is norm ally forthcom ing w ithout a 
fight.

N ever to m y knowledge is the safety o f the realm  at issue 
in  the refusal to yield  the same inform ation in  B rita in : In  
what foods, for instance, does the F K  dye appear rather 
than kippers? O ne o f B rita in ’s O fficia l Secrets. W e m ay yet 
have reason to be grateful to D on Q uixote Freud. H is B ill is 
a modest one by com parison w ith the A m erican, and it  m ay 
fa il, but its existence is itse lf evidence o f the paradox that 
has developed: we have a dem ocratic political system and 
an authoritarian inform ation system.

Parliam ent’s powers o f scrutiny have withered. Question  
Tim e is rem iniscent o f Ow en Glendow er’s boast in  Ile m y  I V  
that he could ca ll spirits from  the vast deep to w hich  
H otspur sardonically replies: ‘So can any m an, but w ill 
they come when you do ca ll for them ?’ M inisterial powers 
have grow n enorm ously since 1906 but Question T im e  has 
stayed fixed at 50-55 m inutes; it would need to be 4-5 hours 
to have kept pace. B ut not only is the tim e perfunctory. T h e  
rules have grown so restrictive that Q uestion T im e  is some
thing o f a joke for extracting inform ation other than that 
w hich the adm inistration wants to give.

Th ere are at least ninety-five forbidden subjects. There is no 
explanation for the reasons o f refusal. Successive adm inis
trations have refused to answer questions about rent for 
governm ent offices, telephone tapping. Cabinet committees, 
the cost o f the hot line, details o f a ir miss inquiries, trade 
statistics for Scotland, details o f export licences, advice from  
econom ic p lanning councils, contracts for the Forestry 
Com m ission, for forecasts for future trends in  incom es, the 
forecasts for changes in  food prices, the names of non
m edicinal and cosm etic products containing hexachloro- 
phane, the num ber o f prosecutions, both successful and 
unsuccessful against ch ief constables since 1945. Details o f 
governm ent contracts w ith m anufacturing com panies, and 
p articu larly contracts for build in g Concorde. T h e  report of 
an in q u iry  into Governm ent B u ild in g  Standards. A  report
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on the Central O ffice o f Inform ation and departm ental 
inform ation services. A n d  so on.and so on and so on.

M embers of Parliam ent are, o f course, up against an 
entrenched bureaucracy, one o f the wonders o f the w orld  
in  its ab ility  to change form , to m ultiply, to cam ouflage, it  
resembles an octopus in  every w ay and in  p articu lar in  its 
ab ility to squirt dark in k  when alarm ed. It  has so contrived  
affairs that any num ber o f great decisions have gone 
unscrutinised and looking back one cannot think that 
secrecy has been the handm aiden o f trium ph — the m illions 
wasted on the Beira o il patrol, when W hitehall knew the o il 
was going through South A frica ; the wrong decisions on 
Stansted assisted by the suppression o f an interdepartm ental 
com m ittee’s report; the faked cost estimates for Concorde, 
the continual concealm ent o f bases for econom ic 
forecasting. I t  w ill require a great deal o f change if  
Parliam ent is to resemble the efficient engine o f in q u iry  
that the U S  Congress is ; and M Ps like Clem ent Freud and 
Ja c k  Ashley w ill need allies inside and outside Parliam ent. 
O ne o f the saddest aspects o f B rita in ’s slide is that there has 
not been here the alliance for free speech and free in q u iry  
between journalists, politicians and lawyers w hich set back 
in  the U nited  States the inexorable tendencies to increase 
executive power. T h e  A m erican B ar Association played a 
m ajor role in  the ten years o f pressure that led to the U S  
Freedom  o f Inform ation A ct; but our own B ar sees its role 
differently. A n d  turn ing to the law  as it  affects free speech 
and free in q u iry one cannot but be dism ayed.

T h e  im petus for m y judgem ent in  1974 was the reali
sation that the crim es o f W atergate could never have been 
exposed in  B rita in  because our laws o f contem pt and of 
confidence would at several stages have prevented news
papers doing w hat the Washington Post d id  -  provoking 
sufficient concern to set up a Congressional in q u iry. B ritish  
laws o f contem pt would have come down as series o f port
cullises as first the burglars and then others were nam ed, 
protecting them from  press scrutiny from  the mom ent a 
charge was im m inent whatever the apparent p u b lic  
interest. Secondly, the B ritish  law  of confidence would have

q uickly suppressed any use o f the v ita l docum ent the 
Washington Post obtained listing the names and addresses o f 
the Com m ittee members o f Creep. T h e  officials o f the 
com mittee could have sought, and w ould under En g lish  
law , have readily obtained an in junction -  not m erely to 
prevent the w ording being reproduced but to any use o f the 
inform ation in  the docum ent. T h is  common law  o f con
fidence was not m uch more than the shadow o f a tipstaflF’s 
hand when I  spoke in  1974. It  was o riginally invented to 
protect Queen V icto ria ’s etchings and then developed over 
such great constitutional issues as to whether it was Peter 
Pan Brassieres who invented a new cup or whether it was 
Fashion Silhouettes Ltd . So it has stayed in  the U nited  
States, a law  relating to trade secrets, in  w hich inform ation  
m ay fa irly  be regarded as property. B ut in  B rita in , such is 
the elevation o f property rights over personal rights, the law  
o f confidence has been extended into the discussion of pub lic 
affairs so that any inform ation m ay now fa ll under 
censorship by court injunction. A n d  I  am  talkin g about 
inform ation, however it is worded, not the necessary and 
understandable entitlem ent o f copyright.

Together w ith the arch aic powers o f Grown Privilege, 
w hich punishes m any a citizen to an unfair fight w ith the 
Executive, and w hich judges have been afraid to challenge, 
the Executive secrecy shield is as th ick as a K re m lin  w all. It  
was confidence w hich was used by the Attorney G eneral in  
the attem pt to ban the Grossman diaries. It  succeeded at the 
first hearing and even though the Lo rd  G hief Ju stice  lifted  
the injunction at the tria l he none the less accepted the 
Attorney G eneral’s subm ission that the law  of confidence, 
hitherto used in  private contests, could be invoked to protect 
Governm ent inform ation. In  private actions confidence has 
been used against the D a ily  M a i l  when it tried to detail 
corruption affecting a Lab o u r peer; it hindered The Sunday 

Times in  disclosing inform ation about the then w orld’s 
biggest a ir crash involving a D G IO  and Tu rkish  A irlines. 
A nd confidence — m uch more than the law  o f contem pt — 
has ensured that the w orld w ill never know what it  was in  the 
thalidom ide documents that the com pany wanted to
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conceal. Th e  contempt in junction has long since lapsed but 
there is no tim e lim it to the order o f M r Ju stice  Ta lb o t that 
the m aterial in  them must r ^ a in  secret on grounds of 
confidence and be destroyed if  the com pany so chooses. 
There is a very lim ited pub lic interest drfence against the 
law  o f confidence: it  cannot be used to conceal ‘in iq u ity’. 
Th e  narrowness o f how this is interpreted by judges is w ell 
illustrated by M r Ju stice  Ta lb o t’s dism issal o f it : even if  the 
documents did demonstrate negligence that was not 
sufficient o f an in iq u ity  to set against the property right.

W hen I  spoke in  1974 there was hope, on a ll these 
m atters, o f some easement for the B ritish  press. A  La w  
Com m ission was exam ining confidence. Exp e rt committees 
were about or had ju st recommended changes in  the laws of 
lib e l, contempt and official secrets, w hich w ould have more 
sensibly reconciled the com peting claim s o f governm ent and  
the press, p rivacy and pub licity, fa ir tria l and free press. W e 
in  the press attached particu lar im portance to the Com 
mittee under Lo rd  Ju stice  Phillim ore w hich was set up in  
1971 by the Lo rd  Chancellor, and w hich reported in  1974 
w ith a series o f h igh ly ju dicious proposals for contempt 
reform . T h is  was followed by The Sunday Times appealing to 
the European Com m ission o f H um an R igh ts, arguing that 
the thalidom ide contem pt decision was in  breach o f A rticle  
10 on free speech, and the Com m ission agreeing: the m atter 
is now before the European Court. Y e t after a ll this not a 
single clause o f a single one o f any o f these legal reforms 
recomm ended by expert committees, set up by Governm ent 
itself, has passed into legislation. O n  the contrary. Judges 
taking a narrow  view  have made matters worse and worse 
in  case law . T h e  N ational U nion o f Jou rn alists has ju st had 
a victory in  the House o f Lo rd s in  the Colonel B  case, but on 
a technical point — when is a court order not a court order ? 
Otherw ise the law  o f contem pt is more onerous than it ever 
was, more erratic, more absurd, more arbitrary.

There is supposed to be no such thing as a gagging w rit 
but the Attorney G eneral him self attem pted to intervene 
w ith The Sunday Times when we refused to w ait two years for 
a libel tria l w hile lies in  the Babies fo r Burning  abortion

book continued to pollute pub lic discussion. A nd the 
Attorney G eneral notably failed to intervene when, pending 
a law  suit, a Governm ent report was leaked making crit
icism s o f the Birm ingham  sm allpox laboratory. Con trary to 
what we understood in  1973 it can now be contem pt to 
publish a fa ir and accurate report o f a p u b lic tria l (when 
there are overlapping charges). It  is still, despite Phillim ore, 
a contempt to report som ething when a charge m ay be 
‘im m inent’ and a Scottish case has even suggested that 
contem pt begins from  the moment the authorities start to 
investigate, w hich is certainly a discouragem ent, i f  no more, 
for spontaneous press m onitoring o f fraud and corruption. 
A s P au l Freund said o f im m inence in  another context, 
‘im m inence, w eighing gravity against p robability, is coun
tenancing speculation in  historical futures, the most danger
ous form  o f gam bling w ith liberty o f speech.’ A nd what does 
the Lo rd  Chancellor’s departm ent say when it is asked what 
it w ill do about Phillim ore, w hich it  set up itse lf after a 
decade o f anxiety and w hich reported w ith a draft b ill five  
years ago? ‘W e m ust,’ says the Lo rd  Ch ancellor E lw yn  
Jones, ‘approach this m atter w ith deliberation.’ Th e  Lo rd  
Chancellor’s departm ent rem inds me o f nothing so m uch as 
D orothy Parker’s rem ark when told that C a lv in  Coolidge  
was dead. H ow  do they know ?

Th e  most striking sum m ation o f the glacia l genius for 
inertia we possess is that seven years after a ll the hullabaloo  
about the thalidom ide children, nothing has changed to 
avoid a repetition o f that sham bles. T h e  worst evil was 
leaving dam aged individuals to w in their own com pen
sation, w hile preventing the press crying foul u n til alm ost 
too late. But that is precisely the situation still today. Th e  
Pearson Com m ission on personal in ju ry  has reported — and 
been shelved ju st like Phillim ore, and few M Ps seem to care. 
Years ago M Ps gave themselves im m unity from  lib e l and 
contem pt laws. T h e  logic o f it  was that Parliam ent was the 
forum  for scrutinising power and the p u b lic interest 
required unqualified free speech. Th ere was a tim e perhaps 
when a few hundred privileged free-speaking M Ps and a 
v e iy  m uch lim ited Executive were in  equilibrium . To d ay
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nobody pretends Parliam ent alone can m onitor the diverse 
interactions o f m odem  governm ent and society -  yet none of 
the logic about free speech is applied to speed the m erely 
m arginal easements sought by the press.

H av in g  suggested what others m ight do for us, I  must 
turn reluctantly to what we m ight do for ourselves. Fo r 
there is no doubt that some o f the d ispiritin g disappoint
ments, not to say m enacing developments, have come from  
w ithin the press itself.

Beachcom ber in  the D a ily  Express once reported how D r  
Strabism us o f U trecht (whom God preserve), was m aking a 
speech at a pub lic m eeting when he suddenly began pelting 
the audience w ith eggs. In  the ensuing riot as he was led 
away by the police he m urm ured ‘Sorry, I  seem to have got 
things the w rong w ay round.’

A n  im age o f the absurd D r Strabism us has been m y only 
consolation at the sight in  recent weeks o f journalists in citin g  
pub lic officials to suppress p u b lic news. I  have no doubt 
w hat I  th ink about the pay o f p rovincial journalists. It  is too 
low. I  do not want to open up the whole can o f worms about 
reward and responsibility in  this society but if  rewards on 
newspapers should be related to the contribution made 
there, then it  is w rong that the experienced journ alist should 
be paid less than the experienced printer. B ut there is a 
greater w rong than that and it  is th is: the invocation of 
press censorship by any journalist. It  is one th ing to w ith
draw one’s labour. I t  is another to conspire w ith the jacks in  
office for the b lacking o f news -  news about the rates, gas 
leaks, fires, b u ild in g plans, television program m es, rents, 
firom councils and p u b lic and sem i-public bodies. T h is  is 
what the N U J did  in  the recent provincial strike; not only 
were N U J  press officers ordered to hinder newspapers by 
refusing to answer inquiries from  editors and lO J  and non
striking N U J men, w hich is one thing, but councillors and 
other unions and especially N algo press officers, were 
beseeched to stop p u b lic news getting out. T h is  is hard to 
understand, im possible to condone. T h e  N U J has been 
sensible in  its attitude to editors, recognising though not 
encouraging their am bition to keep their papers going, yet

it  has, contradictorily, tried harder than ever to cut the 
flow of news. T h is  is a m ockery of years o f valiant effort by 
journalists — and by the N U J and lO J  — against secretive 
pub lic authorities. I t  is defended as a tem porary industrial 
weapon. B ut that is like  asking Sweeney To d d  for a close 
shave. It  is at best im prudent, at worst suicidal for it  
legitim ises the suppression o f news in  a conflict. T h e  founders 
o f the N U J would have died a thousand times at the idea 
that journalists w ould encourage a p olitica l leader to dictate 
to newspapers about who shall be told what and when. It  is 
a professional betrayal; and it  has exposed again the sickness 
about fireedom in  B rita in . F o r if  the N U J is possibly entitled 
though foolish to ask for suppression in  a sectional cause, 
what right is it that entitles council leaders George W ilson  
in  Sheffield and R o y  Shaw  in  Cam den, to name two 
w ell known exam ples, to accede ?

O r the Goal Board, the Post O ffice, G ranada T V , 
Yorkshire T V , T h e  A A  and those refugees from  the stage 
arm y of the good, the N ational Citizens A dvice  Bureau and  
the Consum ers Association ? T h e  Press C o u n cil condemned 
such discrim ination on a previous occasion. W ill anybody 
else say boo ?

I  am  conscious o f a certain awkwardness in  m aking these 
criticism s. A fter a ll, I  have agreed to the suspension of 
publication of The Sunday Times along w ith The Times, The 
Times Educational Supplement, The Times Literary Supplement 
and The Times H igher Educational Supplement. There is no 
denying that these are severe blows to press fireedom. T h e  
first duty o f an editor m ay be to truth but the second must 
be the continuation o f his paper. Suspension began on 30 
Novem ber and the dispute has become so com plicated, so 
forgotten in  its origins, I  am  rem inded o f Lo rd  Palm erston’s 
rem ark about the Schlesw ig H olstein question. It  was, he 
said, so abstruse, that only three people had ever understood 
it :  one was dead, the second was in  a m ental institution; 
he was the th ird  and he had forgotten.

A lon g w ith the other im happy events, I  have been trying  
to trace tonight, there has been a crisis o f newspaper pro
duction in  Fleet Street, often unpublicised by the papers
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affected. T h e  best newspaper is d iat in  the hand o f the pub lic 
and the Sunday Sometimes, as we cam e to be called, was on 
that account becom ing one o f the worst in  1978, because of 
unofficial disruption in  breach o f agreements. A s the R o yal 
Com m ission on the Press said o f m illions o f copies lost in  this 
way in  1977, events w hich would have been unthinkable a 
few years ago were now becom ing com m onplace. B y A p ril 
when Tim es m anagem ent appealed to the production  
unions The Sunday Times had lost 3*5 m illion  copies; by 
30 Novem ber losses had trebled to 9 m illion, heartbreaking 
and dem oralising to most o f the staff. W e had reached 
a point where we were fast losing cred ib ility w ith the 
readers and w ith advertisers, where editorials adjuring  
others to efficiency could only be h ypocritical given the 
chaos o f our own production. Som ething had to be done to 
protect the reputation, the v iab ility , and the very life o f The 

Sunday Times. I t  is a tragedy it has had to be suspension. 
Th ere is no doubt that suspension, follow ing failure to agree, 
and a program m e o f dism issals, has induced bitterness and 
resentment, not least am ong loyal staff who were never 
themselves, as distinct from  others in  their same union, 
responsible for the losses, and especially am ongst journalists 
who have never disrupted production.

There is no doubt also that a settlement on production, 
m anning and technology is possible w hich would be good 
for staff and revitalising for the independence o f The Times and 
The Sunday Times.

N obody can say that for the latest wheeze o f M r 
W edgwood Benn for at a tim e when the Governm ent 
menaces the B B C  by fix in g  its licence fee inadequately and 
for only a year and proposing the appointm ent o f Hom e 
O ffice nominees to the board o f m anagem ent, M r Benn 
suggests that two great independent newspapers should also 
come w ithin its th rall. C a n ’t he w ait u n til 1984 ?

M r Benn’s diversion suggests, am ong other misdem ean
ours, that the Tim es m anagem ent wants ‘to impose the new 
technology by force.’ T h a t is not true and the subject is too 
im portant to be left to M r Benn’s m ischiefs. W hat the 
m anagem ent proposes is a phased introduction o f a pro

gram m e announced in  1976, w ith guaranteed employment 
for everybody who wants it. There is more to this than sim ple 
economics. Fundam ental interests o f journalism  are at stake 
in  the ju risd ictio n al argum ents about who shall have access 
to the visual display term inals and through them the 
com puter. T h is  has not been sufficiently appreciated. It  is 
essential that every in d ivid u al aflFected is treated decently, 
generously, honourably, im agin atively; there must be 
tim e for consultation, and adjustm ents. But to deny the 
journ alist access to the com puter would be to dam age the 
potential o f journalism  to assist the conduct o f open debate 
about detail w hich characterises dem ocracy.

T h e  V D T  is more than a copying or setting device. T o  
take the sim plest examples first, it is also a counting device. 
Th rou gh  the com puter it can oflFer the reporter, sub-editor 
and layout m an instant precise calculation  o f how m uch 
space in  such and such space any article  w ill take. O r any 
headline. T h is  is a boon w hich is com pletely wasted where 
the jo urn alist is denied access to the V D T , for the type
setter who is sim ply copying does not require this facility. 
T h e  second sim ple benefit o f the V D T  for journalism  is that 
typing at it  is not the same as typing on an ordinary or 
even electric typew riter. T h e  V D T  keyboard is m uch more 
sophisiticated. It  is faster: there is no need, for instance, 
m anually to return the carriage to start a new line. It  is more 
accurate. I t  is easier to transpose paragraphs, words, 
sentences, letters, to rewrite -  again a fa cility  for w hich the 
ordinary typesetter has no need. T h ird ly , the potential of 
front end entry to lim it setting and jo u rn alistic error is very 
real: you can rarely find a typo in  the front-end A m erican  
newspapers. B ut beyond these im portant p ractical benefits 
the future holds prospects o f still further benefits w hich go 
to the very heart o f journalism  -  advantages w hich, again, 
are w holly irrelevant to the copying typesetter and w hich  
w ill be lost to society if  there is a one-union m onopoly o f the 
V D T  keyboard.

D ata  retrieval is the most significant, though there are 
others. A s systems im prove the V D T  w ill be seen more and  
more not sim ply as a m echanism  for copying but as a
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creative part o f the whole com m unication process. Fo r 
instance, advances in  data retrieval w ill mean it is possible 
for a journ alist to summon up on the righ t hand side o f his 
screen the inform ation he wishes to exam ine and kn it into a  
story on the left hand side o f the screen. There is already the 
Telegram  V D T , w hich can be used to collect inform ation  
for background research from  remote com puterised data 
banks. T h e  Washington Post w ith Raytheon has a system  
w hich enables the reporter to use his m achine as a note- 
taker -  to take his collections o f notes for a ll the stories on 
w hich he is w orking at any tim e. A n d  the term inal w ill also 
record telephone messages.

I  hope that men o f goodw ill and im agination can devise 
a solution to the current impasse, not necessarily the same 
as in  other countries. O u r genius for com promise, m ight, for 
instance, settle on defining some key strokes as m echanical 
copying o f prepared text; and some as creative w riting  
and editing. I t  could be agreed that at least for a transition  
period creative keystrokes by journalists would not exceed a 
certain percentage o f content in  any single issue.

Eventually, no doubt, the configuration o f trades unions 
could adapt to the new configuration o f production skills. 
But whatever happens it w ill be a catastrophe for the free
dom o f the press to do its jo b  if  the journ alist is locked off 
from  the com puter. N othing can replace the dedicated 
journ alist follow ing his nose, the ab ility  to w rite clearly or 
v iv id ly  and the courage to publish. But if  we are to make 
sense o f an increasingly com plex w orld, to bear, in  W alter 
Lip p m an ’s phrase, the burden o f popular sovereignty, 
spontaneously supplying the truth that dem ocracies hoped 
was inborn, we w ill need a ll the help we can get. W ithout 
the com puter it would be more and more like try in g to play  
B ach ’s St. M atthew 's Passion on the ukelele: the instrum ent 
is too crude for the am bitions o f the perform er and the needs 
o f the audience.

T o  conclude, there is one sense in  w hich m y current 
deprivation has been salutary. It  has put an editor at the 
receiving end o f the business. T h is  has persuaded me that a ll 
the things I  have been saying a ll these years about the
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im portance o f the press are true -  but also that we have a 
long way to go to ju stify I  A  R ich a rd ’s description o f the 
newspaper as a m achine to think w ith. L ittle  light, I  am  
sorry to say, has been shed on the problem s at Tim es 
Newspapers and there are other causes for unease. There  
have been some good things -  notably The Guardian's 

exposure o f offensive testing o f im m igrants’ v irg in ity. 
But in  the industrial crisis there has been a surfeit of 
emotion and a fam ine o f facts. Too  m uch adversary jo u r
nalism , and not enough analysis. Too  frequently a rem inder 
that the struggle in  com m im ication is a struggle between 
education and propaganda.

T h e  vocabularly o f the national crisis has been clobber, 
ham m er, w ar, bosses, cripple, nightm are, knife at the 
nation’s heart etc. I  do not object to strong opinion but as 
Christopher H itchens has docum ented in  the N ew  
Statesman there have been grave examples of distortion and 
there has certainly been a dearth o f explanation. Fo r weeks 
press and broadcasting resounded w ith slogans about low  
pay but not u n til last week did a newspaper -  The Guardian 

again -  take the trouble to find out exactly what current 
earnings were for p ub lic employees (higher than the 
placards) and demonstrate the lack o f assumed correlation  
between the low paid and the poor. Increasing low pay m ay 
be the least effective w ay o f helping poorer fam ilies. I  wish 
I  could say that The Guardian had done as w ell w ith our 
dispute. O n  foreign affairs it seems to me, a hum ble reader, 
that the press has been swift in  confirm ing the picture of 
violence in  Ira n , but slow or negligent in  p roviding an 
understanding o f the events and their underlying causes. 
A gain , when one reads of the N orth Vietnam ese conquest of 
In d o C h in a  we must pause, I  th ink, to ponder on the ante
cedents. T h e  w orld’s press was free to roam  in  South  
V ietnam  and duly exposed corruption and errors. There  
was never any such facility  in  N orth V ietnam  and a ll too 
readily we let it be assumed that the N orth Vietnam ese 
possessed the m irror virtues of the vices exposed in  the 
South. S im ila rly  in  Cam bodia the K h ym er Rouge, 
im reported, unreportable perhaps, were given a hue o f
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glam our in  contrast to the bum bling inefficiencies o f the 
Central Governm ent. T h e  in d ivid u al reporters in  both 
countries did a splendid jo b , but the press as a whole, 
in clu d in g m y own, quite failed to reflect the realities o f the 
K h ym er Rouge and the im perialism  of the N orth V ie t
namese. W e m ay be doing the same in  A frica  today where 
the glare of exposure is borne by those who m aintain some 
sem blance o f a free press.

O u r case for the beneficial effect o f the press assumes a 
free flow o f inform ation but judgem ents are a ll too easily 
made on the basis o f a dem onstrably p artia l flow.

These are perplexities that can be no more than sketched 
tonight. I  m ention them  as a rem inder to m yself and m y 
colleagues that we must defend and enlarge the freedom of 
the press, not m erely by resisting and attacking the d aily  
encroachm ents as I  have tried to do tonight, but by 
im proving our standards, reflecting on our aspirations, and 
rededicating ourselves to truth in  print.
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