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Abstract
This article analyses the changing nature of news media-police chief relations. Building 
on previous research (Greer and McLaughlin, 2 0 10), we use the concepts o f ‘inferential 
structure’ (Lang and Lang, 1955) and ‘hierarchy of credibility’ (Becker, 1967) to examine 
former Metropolitan Police Service (MPS) Commissioner Sir Ian Blair’s ‘trial by media’. 
W e focus on the collective and overwhelmingly hostile journalistic reaction to Blair’s 
declaration in 2005 that: (a) the news media are guilty of ‘institutional racism’ in their 
coverage of murders; and (b) the murders of two 10-year-o!ds in Soham, 2 0 0 1, received 
undue levels of media attention. A  sustained period of symbolic media annihilation in 
the British mainstream press established a dominant ‘inferential structure’ that defined 
Blair as the ‘gaffe-prone Commissioner’: his position in the ‘hierarchy of credibility’ was 
shredded, and his Commissionership de-legitimized.The unprecedented resignation of 
an MPS Commissioner is situated within the wider context o f‘attack journalism’ and the 
rising news media ‘politics of outrage’.

Keywords
hierarchy of credibility, inferential structure, institutional racism, 24-7 news mediasphere, 
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Introduction
T h is article e x a m in es  the ‘trial by m e d ia ’ that p reced ed  Sir la ii B la ir ’s dram atic d e c is io n  
to resign  as L ond on  M etropolitan  P o lic e  C o m m iss io n er  on  2 O ctob er 2 0 0 8 . W h ile  w e  are 
in terested  m  the ‘fa tefu l m o m en ts’ (G id dens, 1 9 9 1 ) that characterized  B la ir ’s n e w s  
m ed ia  relations throughout h is p er iod  in  o ffice , our em pirica l a n a ly sis  fo c u se s  o n  the 
jo u rn a listic  reaction  to h is declaration  in  200.5 that: (a) the n ew s m edia  are g u ilty  o f  
‘in stitu tion al ra c ism ’ in  their co v era g e  o f  m urders; and (b) the m urders o f  10-year-o ld
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H o lly  W ells and Jessica C hapm an in  Solia in , 2 0 0 1 , received  d isproportionately h igh  lev e ls  
o f  n ew s m ed ia  atten tion .' T h ese  in tercon n ected  c la im s infuriated  an already antagon istic  
n e w s m ed ia . A n  o v e rw h elm in g ly  h o stile  and in crea sin g ly  c o lle c t iv e  jo u rn a listic  reaction  
w a s instrum ental in e sta b lish in g  the dom inant ‘inferential structure’ (L ang and I.ang, 
1 9 5 5 ) that w o u ld  d efin e  B la ir  as ‘g a ffe -p ro n e ’, shredd ing h is  p o s it io n  in  the ‘h ierarchy  
o f  c red ib ility ’ (B eck er, 19 6 7 ) and con stitu tin g  a turning po in t in  h is  C o m m issio n ersh ip . 
It is  n o t our co n ten tion  that Sir Ian B la ir  w'as driven  from  o ffice  e x c lu s iv e ly  b y  a h o stile  
n e w s m edia . R ather w e  argue that it w a s  the in ten se  fu s io n  o f  m etropolitan  n ew s m ed ia  
p o lit ic s , party p o litic s  and p o lice  p o lit ic s  that u ltim a te ly  m ade h is C om m issron ersh ip  
un ten ab le.

T he article is  stractured as fo llo w s . F irst, w e  r ev iew  dom inant co n cep tu a liza tio n s o f  
the ‘sp ec ia l re la tio n sh ip ’ b e tw e en  the n e w s  m ed ia  and the p o lice , w ith  a particu lar fo cu s  
on  c h ie f  p o lice  o fficers . W e u tiliz e  tw o  k e y  theoretica l co n cep ts— ‘in ferentia l structures’ 
(L ang and L ang, 1955) and ‘h ierarchy o f  c red ib ility ’ (B eck er, 19 6 7 ) w'hich w'e fe e l  are 
u n deru sed  in  current research . W e su g g es t that, considered  together, th ese  co n cep ts c o n 
stitute a so lid  theoretica l fram ew ork  w ith in  w'hich contem porary n e w s  m e d ia -p o lic e  
c h ie f  relations can  be exp lored  and un derstood . How^ever, th ey  m ust first be rew orked  
w'lthin the co n tex t o f  a 2 4 /7  new's m ed ia  environ m en t. Secon d , then, w'e m ap out so m e  o f  
the k e y  characteristics o f  th is environ m en t, fo c u s in g  in  particular o n  transform ations in  
the in terconn ected  sp heres o f  m edia , p o litic s  and p o lic in g  that are sim u lta n eo u sly  d e
sta b iliz in g  and recon stitu tin g  n ew s m e d ia -p o lic e  c h ie f  relations. B u ild in g  o n  th eoretica l 
w'ork d e v e lo p ed  e lsew h ere  (G reer and M cL au gh lin , 2 0 1 0 ), w'e introduce a further k ey  
concept-.... ‘trial by m e d ia ’ .....as an ex em p la ry  m an ifesta tion  o f  these in tersectin g  transfor
m a tion s and a v is ib le  in d ex  o f  the em erg in g  n ew s m ed ia  ‘p o lit ic s  o f  ou tra g e’ . Third, w e  
illustrate the tang ib le  im p act o f  th ese  transform ations through an em p irica l ex a m in a tio n  
o f  Sir Ian B la ir ’s p r im e-tim e ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’, wdiich, w e  argue, resu lted  in reputational 
dam age and a p ro cess o f  de-leg itim ation  thatw ere critical m rendering h is C o m m issio n ersh ip  
u n ten ab le. F inally , w e  return to our theoretica l fram ew ork to d e v e lo p  a w id er  s o c io lo g i
cal acco u n t o f  the overrid ing  concern  in  th is article: w h ereas past research has rep eated ly  
foun d  the ba lan ce  o f  d e fin itio n a l p o w er  in  crim e and ju stice  n e w s  to lie  w ith  the p o lice ,  
to d ay  w e  w o u ld  argue that it  is  in crea sin g ly  sh iftin g  to the 2 4 /7  new's m edia .

Theoretical foundations: news media-police chief relations
There is  surprisingly little research o n  the relations b etw een  the new's m edia  and p o lice  
ch iefs . It is  p o ssib le , how'ever, to extrapolate from  m ore general studies o f  new's m e d ia -  
p o lice  relationships, and to adapt and develop  the theoretical fram ew orks they  em ployed . 
Tw'o concep ts have featured to varying degrees across the ex istin g  research: ‘inferential 
structures’ (L ang and L ang, 1955) and ‘hierarchy o f  cred ib ility ’ (B ecker, 1967). L ang and  
L ang (1 9 5 5 ) d ev e lo p ed  the concep t o f  ‘inferential structures’ to exp la in  h o w  the sam e polit
ica l n ew s content could  b e  constructed  into m ultip le configurations, estab lish ing  se lec tiv e ly  
representative fram ew orks o f  understanding that shaped h ow  both  new'sm akers and audi
en ce  interpreted the story. U ltim ately, wdiat they v iew ed  as jou rn a lists’ ‘unw itting b ias’ 
cou ld  determ ine the ideas th atw ere  circulated v ia  n ew s reporting and, u ltim ately, ‘in fluence  
pu blic  defin itions in  a particular d irection’ (L ang and Lang, 1955: 171). W h ile  L ang and
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L ang (1 9 5 5 ) did not consider the unequal in fluence  o f  n ew s sources in  estab lish in g  and  
m aintaining ‘inferential structui'es’, B e ck er ’s (1 9 6 7 ) ‘hierarchy o f  cred ib ility ’ facilitated  a 
m ore id eo lo g ica l reading o f  defin itional pow er. H is m o d el p roposes that in any so c iety  it is  
taken for granted that govern in g  e lites  have the right ‘to define the w a y  th ings really  are’ 
(1967; 2 41). S ince the attribution o f  cred ib ility  and authonty are in tim ately  conn ected  w ith  
the m ores o f  a society , this b e l ie f  has a ‘m oral quality’ (B ecker, 1967; 2 4 1 ). T h ose  at the top 
o f  the ‘hierarchy o f  cred ib ility ’ com m an d greater defin itional in fluence  than subordinate 
groups and are thus advantaged in  having their ideas circulated in  public discourse.

T h ese  co n cep ts in form ed  k e y  stu d ies in the 19 7 0 s con cern ed  wnth h o w  the unequal 
distribution  o f  n e w s  m ed ia  a c ce ss  and in flu en ce , the id e o lo g ic a l orientation  o f  jou rn a lists  
and sou rces, and the p o lit ic iza tio n  o f  la w  and order contributed to the reproduction  o f  
‘dom inan t id e o lo g y ’ (C liib nall, 1977; H a ll et ah, 1978; see  a lso  H alloran  et ah, 1970). 
For H all e t  al. (1 9 7 8 ) , n ew s reporting o f  crim e and ju stice  w a s  sh ap ed  b y  e lite  sou rces  
w h o  c o lle c t iv e ly  represent and co m m an d  institu tion al p o w er— th o se  at the top  o f  
B e c k e r ’s (1 9 6 7 )  ‘h ierarchy o f  c red ib ility ’ . T he p o lice  w ere v iew 'ed  as structurally  and  
cu lturally  ad van taged  in  e sta b lish in g  the ‘prim ary d e fin it io n ’ - a co n cep t der ived  in  part 
from  H alloran et a l’s (1 9 7 0 )  u se  o f  ‘inferentia l s tiu c tu res’ that su b seq u en tly  se t the 
agenda for  future debate. C on tem p oran eou s ev id en ce  su g g ested  that, w h ile  the p o lice  
p ersp ectiv e  m ig h t be con tested , the asym m etry  o f  p o w er  in  the co m m u n ica tio n  p ro cess  
m ean t that it  co u ld  rarely b e  m ea n in g flilly  ch a llen g ed , still le s s  a ltered fundam entally . 
S u bseq uent stu d ies con firm ed  the p o lic e  as the key  d efin ition a l force in  settin g  the crim e  
new's agenda (E r icso n  e t  ah, 1989 , 1991; S ch le sin g er  and Tum ber, 199 4 ). C h ie f  p o lice  
officers , as ‘authorized  k n o w e rs’, w ere  fo u n d  to have  an e sp e c ia lly  p r iv ile g ed  p o s it io n  
w ith in  the ‘h ierarchy o f  c red ib ility ’.

W e b e lie v e  that, for fadd ish  reasons, ‘in ferentia l structures’ and ‘hierarchy o f  cred ib il
ity'’ have  all but, disappeared from  m ore recen t research, th ou gh  they  rem ain en tire ly  
pertinent g iv en  that w'ork’s concep tual trajectorv'. In the U S  context, for  exa m p le . M anning  
(2 0 0 1 )  has noted the ten d en cy  for the new's m ed ia  to a llocate  celebrity' status to ‘b ig  c ity ’ 
p o lice  ch iefs . H e g o e s  on  to dem onstrate how , in  a c u l t o e  infatuated w'ith scandal and  
‘sp ectacle  p o lit ic s ’, head line-grab b ing  ‘c e leb rity ’ p o lice  ch iefs  can  b e  bu ilt up and  
k n o ck ed  d ow n  b y  the new's m ed ia  in  dram atic and new 'sw orthy fash ion . W illiam  Bratton  
is  probab ly  the paradigm atic exa m p le , n o t ju s t  in  the U S A  but a lso  g lobally , o f  the c e leb 
rity (see  Bratton, 1998). In the U K  context. L oader and M u lcah y  (2001a; 4 2 ) have  c o n 
cep tu a lized  c h ie f  p o lice  o fficers as ‘cultural a g en ts’ w ith  the sy m b o lic  pow'er to ‘ow'n’, 
‘fram e’ or ‘co n tro l’ particular issu es in  the ‘pu b lic  in terest’ (see  a lso  R einer, 2 0 0 0 ). 
H ow'ever, as L oader and M u lca h y  (2 0 0 1 a , 2 0 0 1 b ) a lso  reco g n ize , contem porary U K  
p o lic e  ch ie fs  fa ce  an a ltogeth er m ore co m p lica ted  task w'ben en g a g in g  w ith  a m ulti- 
m ed iated  pu b lic  realm . Two notab le co n seq u en ces h ave resulted. First, in creased  aw'are- 
n ess that n egative  m ed ia  co v erage  can  underm ine pu b lic  con fid en ce  in  p o lic in g  has driven  
ex ten siv e  in v estm en t in  risk com m u n ication  strategies d esig n ed  to advantage the p o lice  
p ersp ective  m  n ew s co v erage  (M aw by, 2 0 0 2 ; C herm ak and W eiss, 2 0 0 5 ; M cL au gh lin , 
2 0 0 7 ) . S econ d , a generation  o f  B ritish  c h ie f  p o lice  o fficers has traded pu b lic  prom inence  
for p o litica l pow er. T he ‘e lite  p o lice  v o ic e ’ in the U K  has b een  corporatized  (L oader and  
M ulcahy, 2001b; 2 5 9 ). A s  a result, the ou tspoken , opin ionated p o lice  c b ie fh a s , in  theory', 
b e e n  rep laced  by the p o lit ic a lly  cautious c h ie f  ex ecu tiv e .
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W e w o u ld  su g g est that th ese  p r o fe ss io n a l and p o litica l transform ations ha v e  b een  
p a ra lle led  b y  eq u a lly  s ig n ifica n t sh ifts  w ith in  the n ew s m ed ia  w in ch  are currently both  
un der-th eorized  and under-researched. T he co m b in ed  in flu en ce  o f  th ese  sh ifts has b een  
to increase the lik e lih o o d  that the p o lice  institu tion  and p o lic e  c h ie fs , such as Sir Ian  
B lair, w il l  b e  su b ject to in ten se  and critical jo u rn a listic  scrutiny. In the fo llo w in g  se c 
tio n s, w e  m ap out so m e  o f  th ese  k e y  transform ations, and b o th  rev iv e  and resituate the 
c la ss ic  co n cep ts o f  ‘in ferentia l structures’ and ‘h ierarchy o f  c red ib ility ’ w ith in  the c o n 
tex t o f  an e v o lv in g  2 4 ~ 7  g lo b a l n e w s  m ed iasp h ere . T he aim  is  to construct a theoretical 
fram ew ork  w ith in  w h ic h  contem p orary  new's m e d ia -p o lic e  relation s can  b e  researched, 
and Sir Ian B la ir ’s ‘trial by m e d ia ’ can  b e  understood .

New contexts: re-theorizing news media-police chief relations
Contem porarv' p o lic e  c h ie fs  m ust operate w ith in  an in fo rm a tio n -co m m u n ica tio n s  e n v i
ronm ent that d iffers rad ically  from  the m ore stab le and pred ictab le  co n d itio n s co n cep tu 
a lized  in  p rev io u s research . For our research  pui-poses, the m o st im portant d im en sio n  o f  
th is m u lti-faceted  en v iron m en t is  the em erg en ce  o f  the contemporary^ 2 4 - 7  new^s m edia- 
sphere. A  prolifera tion  o f  n e w s  p latform s, s ite s  and form ats has precip ita ted  a d ig itized  
‘co n v erg en ce  o f  m o v in g  im a g es , text, sou nd  and a rch iv e ’ (Marr, 2 0 1 0 ) . T h is sh ift has  
b e e n  p a ra lle led  b y  ‘an ex p lo d in g  array o f  new^s sou rces, or p r o d u c e r s  o f c o n te n f  (P avlik , 
2 0 0 8 ; 7 9 , em p h a sis  m  original; D e u z e , 2 0 0 8 ; F enton , 2 0 0 9 ) . H eig h ten ed  co m p etitio n  
p la c es  a prem iu m  on q u ick -fire  n ew s, p e rso n c d iza tio n  and ex c lu s iv ity , w liic h  ruptures 
d istin ctio n s betw een : ‘m ain stream ’ and ‘ta b lo id ’, ‘hard’ and ‘so ft ’ new's, ‘new 's’ and  
‘entertainm ent, and can  d isiu p t the traditional new^s m edia  orientation  tow ards the esta b 
lish ed  ‘h ierarch ies o f  cre d ib ility ’.

S eco n d , the p lu ralization  and p ro fe ssio n a liza tio n  o f  p o ss ib le  sou rces o f  ‘p o lic in g  
new 's’ has created  a m u ltip lic ity  o f  a lternative ‘k n o w led g e  w o rk ers’ (E r icso n  and  
H aggerty , 1997; 19) w ith  a c ce ss  to p o ten tia lly  ‘n ew sw o r th y ’ in form ation  that m a y  or 
m a y  not correspon d  w ith  the o ffic ia l p o lic e  p ersp ectiv e . T he d iv ers ifica tio n  o f  ‘p o lice  
v o ic e s ’ m a k es the co m m u n ica tio n  o f  an authoritative p o lice  v iew 'p o in t— and therefore  
the esta b lish in g  o f  a dom inan t ‘in ferentia l stracture’ in  the n ew s m ed ia— difficu lt.

Third, w h ile  n e w s  com m en taries on  the p o lic e  h isto r ica lly  cam e from  a sm a ll group  
o f  sp ec ia lis t  jo u rn a lists (C h ib nall, 1977; S ch le sin g er  an d T u m b er, 1994; R einer, 2 0 0 0 ) ,  
to d ay  p o lit ic a l ed itors, features w aiters, co lu m n ists  and so c ia l com m entators— the n e w  
co rn m en ta ria t— are all en th u siastic  in  venturing  their op in io n s. T h is exp a n sio n  and 
d iv ersifica tio n  can  partly b e  ex p la in ed  b y  the s la sh in g  o f  n ew s b u d g ets and the require
m en t for sen ior  s ta ff  and lead  com m entators to d e v e lo p  their p o r tfo lio s  across a broader  
range o f  to p ic s  (M aw by, 2 0 1 0 ) . B u t it is  a lso , w e  w o u ld  su ggest, co n n ected  w ith  w ider  
cultural change.

T he widely^ c ite d  d ec lin e  in  co n fid en ce  and trust in  in stitu tion al authority (Fukuyum a, 
2 0 0 0 ; D o g a n  and Seid , 2 0 0 5 ; B eck , 2 0 0 6 )  is  m an ifested  in  the em erg en ce  o f  w liat w'e 
term  a c y n ica l ‘p o lit ic s  o f  ou trage’. T h is ‘p o lit ic s  o f  ou trage’ is  sim u lta n eo u sly  ex p ressed  
and am p lified  in  an in crea sin g ly  adversarial new's m edia . M arket-driven  new'spapers, 
particu larly  in  the U K , are in c lin ed  to in itia te  and support cam paigns and protests against 
the in stitu tion a lly  p ow erfu l, and can  draw  from  an un precedented  array o f  b o th  p ro fe s
sio n a l and am ateur new^s sou rces to do so . A d h eren ce  to a deferentia l ‘inferential
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stm ctu re’, re in forcin g  esta b lish ed  ‘h ierarch ies o f  cred ib ility ’, d o es n o t b o o s t readership  
sa les. T he prom otion  o f  adversarial ‘in ferentia l structures’ and the m anufacture o f  d is 
sen t d o es  (P rotess e t  ah, 1991; Sabato, 1993; Sabato et ah, 2 0 0 0 ; B arnett, 2 0 0 2 ; L loyd , 
2 0 0 4 ; M iln e , 20 0 5 ; M ach ado and San tos, 2 0 0 9 ). W hen  n ew s m ed ia  a d v ersa iia lism  and  
the ‘p o lit ic s  o f  ou tra g e’ c o a le sc e  in  a su ffic ien tly  coherent and c o lle c t iv e  m anner, routine  
‘attack jo u rn a lism ’ can e v o lv e  into fu ll-b lo w n  ‘trial b y  m ed ia ’.

Trial by media
T he n o tio n  o f  ‘trial by m e d ia ’ has featured on ly  sp orad ica lly  in  jo u rn a listic  and acad em ic  
debate, so  there is  lim ited  theoretica l or em pirica l w ork  to draw  from  here (H utton, 20 0 0 ;  
T h o m p son , 2 0 0 0 ; W illia m s and B e ll i  Carpini, 2 0 0 0 ; G ro ch ow sk i, 2 0 0 2 ; Jenkins, 2 0 0 6 ;  
G reer and M cL au gh lin , 2 0 0 7 ; H a stin g s, 2 0 0 7 ; L m klater, 2 0 0 7 ) . F or the pu rp oses o f  this 
article , w e  d efin e  ‘trial by m e d ia ’ as a d yn am ic , im pact-driven , n ew s m ed ia -led  p ro cess  
b y  w h ich  in d iv id u a ls— w h o  m ay  or m a y  not b e  p u b lic ly  k n ow n— are tried and sen ten ced  
in  the ‘court o f  p u b lic  o p in io n ’. T he targets and p ro cesses  o f  ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’ can  be 
diverse , and m a y  range from  pre-Judging the ou tco m e o f  form al crim inal p ro ceed in g s  
aga in st ‘u n k n o w n s’ to the re len tless  pursu it o f  h igh -p rofile  ce leb rity  p erso n a litie s  and  
p u b lic  fig u res d eem ed  to ha v e  o ffen d ed  in  so m e  w a y  against an assu m ed  co m m o n  m ora l
ity. T w o d eca d es ago , K atz  (1 9 8 7 : 6 8 ) c o n cep tu a lized  crim e n e w s  as a sy m b o lic  resource  
that ‘sp eak s dram atically  to issu es  that are o f  direct relevan ce  to read ers’ ex is ten tia l ch a l
le n g e s ’, a llo w in g  them  to e n g a g e  in  ‘d a ily  ritual m oral w o rk o u ts’ as th ey  seek  to n e g o ti
ate their o w n  m oral fortitude. Today, as the n e w s  m ed ia  c o m m e n ta r ia t  cast th e m se lv es  as 
m oral arbiters o f  the ‘pu b lic  in terest’ in  a c lim ate  o f  am b igu ity  and uncertainty, n e w s  
co n su m ers’ sam e m oral m u sc le s  are e x er c ise d  as ‘trial by m e d ia ’ sp o tlig h ts  a d iv ers ity  o f  
‘su itab le  e n e m ie s ’ (C hristie , 19 8 6 ) for  p u b lic  sc m tin y  and ju d gem en t.

W e w o u ld  su g g est, h ow ever, that desp ite  their diversity , su ch  ‘tr ia ls’ share certain  core  
characteristics. It is in  id en tify in g  th ese  core characteristics that w e  seek  to d ifferentiate  
‘trial b y  m ed ia ’ from  other co n cep tu a liza tio n s o f  n e w s  m ed ia  reaction , such  as that a sso 
c ia ted  w ith  ‘m oral p a n ic ’ (C oh en , 2 0 0 2 ; G arland, 2 0 0 8 ; Y oung, 2 0 0 9 ) . In ea ch  case , the  
n e w s m ed ia  b eh a v e  as a p roxy  for  ‘pu b lic  o p in io n ’ and seek  to e x er c ise  p aralle l fu n ction s  
o f  ‘ju s t ic e ’ to fu lf il  a role p erce iv ed  to lie  b ey o n d  the interests or ca p ab ilities o f  form al 
in stitu tion al authority (se e  a lso  M ach ado and Santos, 2 0 0 9 ) . D u e p rocess and jou rn a listic  
o b jec tiv ity  can  g iv e  w a y  to sen sation a list, m o ra liz in g  sp ecu la tio n  about the action s and  
m o tiv es  o f  th o se  wdio stand a ccu sed  in the n e w s  m ed ia  sp otligh t. Jud icia l scru tiny  o f  
‘hard e v id e n c e ’ y ie ld s  ground to ‘real t im e ’ d issem in a tio n  o f  d isc lo su res from  p a id  in for
m ants, user-gen erated  content, and h earsay  and conjecture from  ‘w e ll  p la c ed  so u rc e s’ . 
S in ce  the n e w s  m ed ia  substitu te for  the p rosecu tion , ju d g e  and jury, the target m ay  fin d  
th e m se lv es  rendered d e fe n c e le s s . T he defau lt ‘in ferentia l s tm ctu re’ is  ‘gu ilty  un til pro v en  
in n o cen t’. O n ce  cry sta llized , th is in ferentia l stm cture ensu res that the ‘g u ilty ’ w il l  be  
su b jected  to r igh teou s ‘n am in g  and sh a m in g ’ fo llo w e d  by carn iva lesqu e co n d em n ation  
and rid icule (se e  B ahktin , 1968). T he result, as w e  shall see , can  b e  deep  and lasting  
reputational dam age. T his form  o f  m ed ia tized  p u n ish m en t is  characterized  by ‘grotesq ue  
r ea lism ’ and ‘relen tless  sa v a g e r y ’ (H utton, 2 0 0 0 : 3 0 ). It am ounts to a p u b lic  e x ec u tio n  in  
the ‘society' o f  the sp e c ta c le ’ (D ebord , 197 0 ). T he pu b lic  appeal o f  ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’ is  
e v id en ce d  b y  in creased  c ircu la tion  and w e b  traffic (G reer and M cL au gh lin , 2 0 1 0 ) . Our
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central argum ent, then, is  that the transform ations o u tlin ed  ab ove  ha v e  c o a le sc ed  to cre
ate a h ig h ly  adversarial, v o la tile  and in teractive n ew s m ediasphere w ith in  w h ic h  authori
t ies  and e lite s  m u st in creasin g ly  s tm g g le  a g a in s t  the flo w  o f  n e w s  m ed ia  o p in io n  to 
m ainta in  a p o s it iv e  p u b lic  p rofile .

In th is c lim a te, the ‘e lite  p o lice  v o ic e ’ m u st co n tin u a lly  co m p ete  to b e  heard ab ove  the 
c lam ou r o f  m yriad  other ‘c red ib le ’ v o ic e s , each  v y in g  to assert their o w n  v ers io n s  o f  real
ity  or p o s it io n s  on  crim e, ju s tic e  and p o lic in g  issu es . P ast research in d ica ted  that, b ecause  
o f  their p r iv ileg ed  p o s it io n  in the ‘h ierarchy o f  cred ib ility ’, the p o lic e  w ere  advantaged  
in  e sta b lish in g  the dom inan t ‘in feren tia l structure’ in  crim e and ju stic e  reporting: in  
short, the p o lice  ro u tin e ly  se t the crim e n e w s  agenda. Today, w e  w o u ld  su g g est that the 
o ffic ia l p o lice  p o s itio n  is o ften  on e  o f  reaction , a ttem pting to regain  the in itia tive  and  
resp on d  to in form ation  f lo w s  that are sim p ly  b e y o n d  their control. W here on ce  the p o lice  
w ere  crim e new^s ‘g a tek eep ers’ (E ricson  e t ah, 199 1 ), ‘patro lling  the fa c ts ’, th ey  are n o w  
‘crim e n ew s sta k eh o ld ers’, ju st on e  group am ong m any— and a fragm ented  on e  at that—  
in v o lv ed  in  an o n g o in g  and uncertain p ro cess o f  ‘n eg otia tin g  the fa c ts ’. W here on ce  the 
p o lic e  w ere  the k e y  p layers m  a p ro cess o f  ‘agenda se ttin g ’, th ey  are n o w  part p layers in  
an a ltogether m ore c o m p lex  and un pred ictab le  p ro cess o f  ‘agenda b u ild in g ’ (L ang and 
L ang, 1 9 8 3 ). In the fo llo w in g  sec tio n s, w e  sh ed  fru'ther analytica l lig h t o n  the ch an g in g  
nature o f  n e w s  m e d ia -p o lic e  c h ie f  relation s, and the r is in g  n e w s  m ed ia  ‘p o lit ic s  o f  o u t
ra g e ’, b y  a n a ly sin g  the ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’ that d e fin ed  the ill-fa ted  C o m m issio n ersh ip  o f  Sir 
Ian B lair. First, though, a n ote  o n  our sou rces.

Data sources and Methods
T he m ed ia  an a lysis presented  in  th is article w as d iv ided  into  tw'o stages. Stage one  
in v o lv ed  a com p reh en sive  search o f  the L e x isN e x is  database in order to loca te  relevant 
press co v erage  and id en tify  the k e y  ‘new 'sw orthy’ inc id en ts o f  B la ir ’s C om m ission ersh ip  
for c lo ser  exam in ation . S in ce  databases like L e x isN e x is  strip n ew s content o f  sty le , 
co lou i; im a g es and sruTounding context, prov id in g  researchers wnth a u sefu l but o n ly  par
tia l representation  or ‘n ew s res id u e’ (Greer, 2 0 1 0 ), stage tw o  in v o lv ed  in -depth  exa m in a 
tion  o f  se lec ted  n ew s item s in original hard copy. Supp lem entary m aterial from  broadcast 
and on lin e  ne w s outlets w a s used , w ith  so m e k e y  p rogram m es b e in g  a ccessed  v ia  Internet 
‘o n  dem an d ’ s e m c e s .  In add ition  to an a lysin g  new^s coverage, w e  ex a m in ed  the 
M etropolitan  P o lice  A u th ority  reports and o ffic ia l statem ents relating to Sir Ian B la ir ’s 
C om m ission ersh ip . W e w ere  a lso  able to u se  the (au to)b iograph ies o f  p o lice  o fficers w h o  
featured p rom inently  during B la ir ’s tim e in  o ffice , inclu d ing , Sir John S teven s (2 0 0 6 ) , A h  
D iz a e i (2 0 0 7 ), B rian P add ick  (2 0 0 8 ), A n d y  H ayin an  (2 0 0 9 ) and, o f  course, Sir Ian B lair  
(2 0 0 9 )  h im s e lf  T'hese controversia l tex ts p rov id ed  an invaluab le  in sig h t into  the d ifferent 
v ersio n s o f  rea lity  that constituted  Scotlan d  Yard during B la ir ’s C om m ission ersh ip .

The initial inferential structure: Sir ian Blair as the ‘politicized 
Commissioner’
Sir Ian B la ir  w a s  the first M P S  C o m m iss io n er  to con ten d  w ith  the p o lit ica l and new's 
m ed ia  en v iron m en t d iscu ssed  earlier. L ike  h is  p red ecesso rs, B la ir  had  to transact the
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p o lit ic s  o f  p o lic in g  w ith  the H o m e  O ffice , H er M a jesty ’s Inspectorate  o f  C on stabu lary  
(HM TC), national and fo r ce -sp e c if ic  p o lice  pressure groups, as w e l l  as D o w n in g  Street, 
L o n d o n ’s p o lit ica l estab lish m en t and p u b lic  pressure groups. H o w e  ver, the constitu tiona l 
land scap e that B la ir  encountered  w a s further co m p lica ted  b y  the creation  o f  the 
M etrop o litan  P o lic e  A u th ority  (M P A )— w h ic h  in  turn augm ented  the ro le  o f  the M ayor  
o f  L.ondon and the G reater L o n d o n  A uthority— and the estab lish m en t o f  the In depend en t 
P o lic e  C om p la in ts C o m m iss io n  (IP C C ). B la ir  thus had to n av igate  a largely  uncharted  
p o litica l netw ork  o f  c o m p lex , m ed ia tized  interests.

B y  the tim e o f  h is confirm ation  as M P S C o m m issio n er  in  O ctober 2 0 0 4 , B la ir  w a s  
already on  the n e w s m ed ia  radar. O ne o f  h is m o st notab le m ed ia  in terventions cam e prior 
to the pu b lica tion  o f  the M acpherson  report in Febraarv^ 1999, wdien B lair, then  C h ie f  
C on stab le  o f  Surrey P o lic e , generated  su sta ined  m ed ia  interest b y  pu b licly  cr itic iz in g  a 
reactionary p o lice  culture. H e in sisted  that fundam ental reform  w a s the o n ly  so lu tion , and  
ex p ressed  e x p lic it  support for N e w  L abou r’s p o lic ie s . A t  th is tim e there w a s press sp ecu 
lation  about B la ir  b e in g  a p o ss ib le  su ccesso r  to the ou tg o in g  C om m ission er , Sir Paul 
C ondon . T h ou gh  it w a s  Sir John S teven s w h o  to o k  o n  that role in  2 0 0 0 , B la ir  becam e his  
D eputy. T lirough o n g o in g  and o c ca s io n a lly  controversia l m ed ia  appearances, B la ir  estab 
lish ed  a m ed ia  p rofile  that w a s w id e ly  reproduced  m  the a m  up to F eb a ia ry  2 0 0 5 , w h en  
he w'ould take control o f  Scotland  Yard. T he head line w as that B la ir  w a s id e o lo g ic a lly  and  
su bstan tively  d ifferent from  h is predecessor. Sir John S tevens w a s  a ‘cop p ers’ co p p er’ 
w h o  had restored o fficer  m orale post-M acph erson , and had left o ffice  w ith o u t a p o s t-9/11  
terrorist attack in  L ond on. B lair, b y  contrast, w^as an outsider— O xford -ed ucated  and c o s 
m op olitan  in  ou tlook , w ith  celeb rity  friends and p o litica l co n n ection s. H e w a s a m odern
izer  w h o  articulated a radical an a lysis o f  p o lic in g  n eed s in  contem porar}' Britain,

A n  early  press co n sen su s regarded B la ir ’s appointm ent as M P S C om m ission er  as p o liti
ca lly  sign ifican t and, therefore, new sw orthy, E v e ty  w ord and gesture w'ould b e  subject to 
m edia  scrutiny. T he liberal broadsheets had h igh  expectations o f  the p rogressive  c h ie f  
p o lice  o fficer  wdio stood  outside the traditional ‘canteen  culture’. T he G u ard ian  w e lco m ed  
B lair as a transfonnational p o lice  leader; ‘the standard bearer for a new' k ind o f  po licing: 
reform ing, in c lu siv e  and com m u n ity -m in d ed ’ (see  C ow an, 2005: 6; see  a lso  C ow an , 2004;  
N e w  S tatesm afL  20 0 5 ; R o se, 2 0 0 5 ). The In d ep en d en t (29  O ctober 2005: 8) bu oyantly  
announced  that ‘R eform ing deputy is  new  M et p o lice  c h ie f .’ In contrast, the tabloid and  
conservative  press w ere  in stin ctiv e ly  alarm ed that the m ost pow erfu l p o lice  officer  in the 
U K  w'as not o n ly  n am ed B lau; but w a s a se lf-p rocla im ed  liberal reform er w'ho had p u b lic ly  
align ed  h im se lf  w ith  N e w  I.abour’s political agenda. T he M irro r , Sun, D a ily  M a il, D a ily  
S ta r  and The T im es  (2 8 -3 0  O ctober 2 0 0 5 ) w ere consisten t in  their analysis: B lair w a s  
‘L abour’s favourite p o licem a n ’, inextricab ly  linked  w'ith ‘p o litica l correctness’. Thus, the 
‘p o lit ic s ’ o f  B la ir ’s appointm ent w a s a liv e  new's m ed ia  issu e from  the outset. Our research  
ind icates that, as he took  o ffice , an in itial ‘inferential stm cture’ w a s already in  p lace. A cro ss  
the sp ectm m  o f  new'spapers, B lair w'as co n stm cted  as a ‘po litic ized  C o m m iss io n er ’—  
‘p o litica lly  correct’ in h is approach, and ‘politica lly  a lig n ed ’ w ith  New' L abour’s p o lic in g  
and crim inal ju stice  agenda. Section s o f  the n ew s m edia had started gathering ev id en ce  for  
a ‘trial b y  m ed ia ’ e v en  before Sir Ian B lair had started in  post.

T he n ew  C o m m iss io n er  used  b is ‘first w e e k  on the jo b ’ in terv iew s to d iscu ss a range  
o f  crim e issu e s  and to ex p la in  h is ‘T o g e th er ’ reform  program m e, w h ic h  w'ould m ake the
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M P S  m ore e th n ica lly  representative  and p rioritize  n e igh b ou rh ood  p o lic in g . B la ir 's  
detractors sa w  early  ev id en ce  o f  ‘p o litica l c o n e c tn e s s ’ w h e n  he sp en t thou san ds o f  
p ou n d s am en d in g  the S cotland  Yard strapline from  ‘W orking for a Safer L o n d o n ’ to 
‘W orking togeth er  for a Safer L o n d o n ’, and ch an g in g  the ty p efa ce  so  it conform ed  w ith  
the D isa b ility  D iscr im in a tio n  A c t  1995 . R a n k -an d -file  o fficers, it  w a s reported, w ere  
in furiated  b y  the d ec is io n , and D o m in ic  G rieve, the Conser^'ative P arty’s S h a d o w  
A ttorney  G eneral, d escr ib ed  it as ‘a load  o f  n o n se n se ’ (D a ily  T e legraph , 6 F eb m ary  
2 0 0 5 : 2 ). H o w ever , the c lea rest p r o o f  that the n e w  C o m m issio n er  w a s  ‘the PC (p o lit i
c a lly  correct) P C ’ (G u a rd ia n , 2 July 2 0 0 5 : 9 ) cam e in .Tune 2 0 0 5 , w h en  an E m p lo y m en t  
T ribunal d ec id ed  that the M P S had racia lly  d iscrim inated  aga in st three w h ite  o fficers  
w h o  w ere  d isc ip lin ed  after a lle g e d ly  m aking racist rem arks to a co lle a g u e . B lair, w h o  
had p erso n a lly  in terven ed  in  the case , w as foun d  resp on sib le  for 17 acts o f  unfavourab le  
treatm ent b a sed  on  race resu ltin g  in  w h ite  o fficers b e in g  ‘hu ng out to dry’ (D a ily  M a il, 
2 8  June: D a ily  T e legraph , 2 8  June: 2; E x p ress , 2 8  June: 6; Sun, 3 0  June). In a fo l lo w 
up in terv iew  in the G u a rd ia n  (2  July 2 0 0 5 ), B la ir  a c k n o w led g ed  that an y  p ercep tio n  he  
had betrayed  fe llo w  o fficers w o u ld  b e  d am aging , and that the tribunal m lin g  w o u ld  g e n 
erate further o p p o sitio n  to h is reform  agenda. B ut he refused to a p o lo g ize .

In add ition  to b e in g  ‘p o lit ic a lly  correct’, B la ir  s to o d  a ccu sed  o f  b e in g  a ‘p o lit ic a lly  
a lig n e d ’ C om m ission er , too  read ily  supp ortive  o f  N e w  L ab ou r’s p o lic ie s . In A p ril 2 0 0 5 ,  
in  the run-up to the U K  G en eral E lec tio n , B la ir  a lien ated  the liberal press and c iv il  liber
ties  groups w h e n  he en d orsed  N e w  L ab ou r’s counter-terrorist leg is la tio n  and p lan s for  
co m p u lso ry  ID  cards. E arlier that year, com m entators on  both  le ft and right had  queried  
B la ir ’s p o lit ic a l ju d g em en t w h en  he dec lared  that L o n d o n ’s m id d le - and ce leb rity -c la ss  
drug users w o u ld  not b e  ex em p ted  from  a d m g s clam pdowm , and that the M P S  w'ould be  
m ak in g  ‘a fe w  ex a m p les  o f  p e o p le ’ (D a ily  M a il,  2  F eb m ary  2 0 0 5 : 15; E x p ress , 5 
Febmary^ 2 0 0 5 : 23; O b se rv e r ,  6 February, 20 0 5 ; 14; S u n d a y  M irro r ,  6 February', 2005;  
14). W h en  the tab lo id  D a ily  M ir ro r  (1 5  Septem ber, 2 0 0 5 )  printed  front-page im a g es  that, 
it  c la im ed , sh o w e d  su perm od el K ate M o ss  snorting co ca in e , the M P S  found itse lf  under  
pressure to follow ' through on B la ir ’s p led g e . T he en su in g  ‘C o ca in e  K a te ’ n ew s story' 
ro lled  o n  m e ss ily  as the m o d e l fough t to sa v e  her career. M o ss  w as fo rm a lly  in terv iew ed  
b y  the M P S in  January 2 0 0 6 . B u t in  June the C row n P ro secu tio n  S erv ice  (C P S )  
ann oun ced , to the em barrassm ent o f  the M P S , that n o charges w o u ld  be brought s in ce  the 
ca se  w a s ‘im p o ss ib le  to p r o se c u te ’ (S u n d a y  T e legraph , 18 .Tune 20 0 6 : 3 3 ) . B y  Septem ber  
2 0 0 6 , a sw'athe o f  new' contracts in d ica ted  that M o ss  had not o n ly  su rv iv ed  the in v e stig a 
tion , but had sen sa tio n a lly  resurrected her career. F or so m e liberal com m entators, the 
ca se  debu nk ed  the sp in  that B la ir  w a s p ro g ressiv e , s in ce  it w'as he w'ho had s ig n a lled  to 
the press that the M P S  w a s  lo o k in g  for  a celebrity' scalp .

W ithin a m atter o f  m onths, then, Sir Ian B lair had aggravated the conseiw ative and lib 
eral, tab loid  and broadsheet press. T hou gh  the C o m m issio n er’s early  operational and m edia  
interventions w'ere reported w ith  som e variation across different new spapers, an early  jour
nalistic  co n sen su s em erged  around h is construction  as a ‘po litic ized  C o m m issio n er ’. Yet, as 
this in itial inferential stm cture w'as crystallizing, questions w ere already b e in g  p osed  about 
the sou nd ness o f  the C o m m issio n er ’s po litica l sensib ilities. B la ir ’s n ew s m ed ia  charge 
sh eet W'as grow'ing, and h is ‘trial b y  m ed ia ’ w a s gathering m om entum .
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The developing inferential structure: Sir ian Blair as the 
‘operationally compromised Commissioner’

T he C o m m iss io n er  gained  con sid erab le  n ew s m ed ia  credit for  h is  han d lin g  o f  the 7 July  
2 0 0 5  L on d o n  b o m b in g s. O n 21 July, L on d o n  w a s  su bjected  to an u n su cc essfu l repeat 
attack. T he fo llo w in g  a fternoon  the M P S held  a n e w s con feren ce  at w h ic h  the w o r ld ’s 
m ed ia  rec e iv e d  a progress report o n  the crim inal in vestig a tio n . The C o m m issio n er  
ann oun ced  that o fficers had sh ot a terrorist su sp ect at S to ck w ell underground station . O n  
2.3 .July, B la ir  co n firm ed  that an in n o cen t m an, Jean C harles de M en ez es , had  b een  sh ot 
dead  by h is o fficers in  tragic c ircu m stan ces. T he S to ck w ell sh o o tin g  q u ick ly  turned into  
a prim e-tim e p u b lic  relations d isaster  for  the M P S .

P artly  due to the M P S b r iefin g s , the resp o n se  from  the n e w s  m ed ia  and p o lit ic a l  
esta b lish m en t w a s  b ro a d ly  sytnpathetic: g iv en  the enormity' o f  the c h a llen g e  fa c in g  the 
p o lic e , accid en ts m a y  happen. B u t as the sm o k e  around the S to c k w e ll  sh o o tin g  cleared , 
h o w  th is tragic a cc id en t w a s utiderstood , atid b o w  it w a s reported  iti the n e w s  tnedia, 
ch a n g ed  dram atically'. D isc lo su r e s  from  a va r ie ty  o f  so u rces, in c lu d in g  p o lic e  w h is t le 
b lo w ers , ind ica ted  that S co tla n d  Y ard’s v ers io n  o f  e  ven ts w'as flaw'ed. S ym p ath etic  c o v 
erage  g a v e  w a y  to a storm  o f  cr itic ism  regarding the sp e c if ic s  o f  wdiat had  b e c o m e  a 
ro llin g , g lo b a l new's story. T he M P S  p o s it io n  in  the 'h ierarchy o f  c re d ib ility ’ a ll bu t c o l
la p sed  o n  16 .August 2 0 0 5 , w h e n  IT N  N ew 's sen sa tio n a lly  led  w ith  d ocu m en ts lea k ed  b y  
an In depend en t P o lic e  C o m p la in ts C o m m iss io n  (IP C C ) e m p lo y ee . T he d o cu m en ts  
appeared to co n firm  that the p o s it iv e  idetitifi ca tio n  and fatal sh o o tin g  o f  de M e n e z e s  had  
resu lted  from  a catastrophic  ser ies  o f  blunders. N ew sp a p ers across the spectrum  sp la sh ed  
the e x p o se  o n  their fro n t-p ages, m a x im iz in g  its v isu a l im pact w ith  a lea k ed  co lo u r  p h o 
tograph o f  de M en ez es  ly in g  dead  in  a p o o l o f  b lo o d  o n  the tram  floor. Journalists ga v e  
h ig h -p ro file  co v era g e  to the Ju sticeA J ea n  ca m p a ig n ’s ca lls  fo r  o fficers to fa ce  m urder 
charges, and for  Sir Ian B la ir— w h o  the cam p aign ers view 'ed as resp o n sib le  for  o v e r se e 
in g  an e x ec u tio n — to resign . B la ir ’s p ro b lem s in te n sif ied  w h e n  the IPC C  d ec id ed  to 
esta b lish  a se c o n d  inquiry' into  w'hether and how' Scotlan d  Yard m isin form ation  had b e e n  
circu la ted  in  the n e w s  m ed ia .

D esp ite  the c o lle c t iv e  new's m ed ia  charge that the M P S w a s  guilty' o f  ‘operational 
in c o m p e ten ce ’ and p o s s ib ly  a ‘co v er -u p ’, and u n iversa l p ress sp ecu la tio n  about h is  
future, our research  su g g ests  that a num ber o f  m itigating  factors rein forced  B la ir ’s p o s i
tio n  at that tim e. F irst, the P rim e M in ister, F lom e Secretary, M ayor o f  L ond on , A sso c ia t io n  
o f  C h ie f  P o lic e  O fficers (A C P O ) and L on d o n  L abour p o litic ia n s rallied  to b is  support. 
S eco n d , the critic ism  o f  B la ir  w a s tem p ered  in  the co n servative  n ew s m ed ia  b y  concerns  
that hard-line anti-w ar groups had  ‘h ija ck ed ’ the death o f  de M en ez es  as part o f  an  
attem pt to un derm ine p u b lic  support for  B r ita in ’s ‘w'ar on terror’. Third, the o ffic ia l, 
rather than n e w s  m ed ia , verd ict o n  the M P S and the C o m m iss io n er  w o u ld  n ot be know'n  
un til v ar iou s inq u iries w ere  m ade p u b lic . A n d  fina lly , there w a s  no o b v io u s su ccesso r  to  
B la ir  at that tim e. B la ir ’s p o s it io n  w a s  d esta b ilized , but not critically . T he ev en ts  that 
follow 'ed  w'ould esta b lish  the dom inan t in ferentia l structure around the a lready em battled  
C o m m iss io n er  and, w'e w o u ld  argue, in itia te  the endgam e in  Sir Ian B la ir ’s u n relen tin g  
‘trial b y  m e d ia ’ .
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The dominant inferential structure: Sir ian Blair as the 
‘gaffe-prone Commissioner’
O n  2 6  January 2 0 0 6 , tire C o m m iss io n er  reported b a ck  to the M P A  o n  the state o f  crim e  
in  L o n d o n  on e  year  after h is  appointm ent. T he m eetin g  w a s w e ll  attended  b y  the n ew s  
m edia  . T he M P S  w a s  congratulated  fo llo w itig  arrests in  relation  to the m urder o f  Tom  ap 
R h y s P iy c e , a 31 -year-o ld , C a m b rid ge-ed u cated  c ity  law yer w h o  had  b e e n  m urdered in  
a N orth  I.o n d o n  street robbery on  12 January 2 0 0 6 . T he k illin g  im m ediately' preceded  the 
relea se  o f  H o m e O ffice  sta tistics ind ica tin g  a dram atic increase  in  street robberies. T his, 
a lon g  w ith  the em o tio n a l p u b lic  resp on se  o f  ap R liys P ry c e ’s fian ce  and fam ily , fu e lled  
new's m ed ia  dem and s for  the qu ick  apprehension  o f  the k illers, w h o  had b een  caught on  
C C T V . S et w ith in  the co n tex t o f  p u b lic  con cern  about r is in g  v io le n c e  in  L ond on, the case  
rec e iv e d  ex ten siv e  n ew s m ed ia  co v era g e , featuring o n  new spaper front p a ges and the 
B B C ’s ‘C rim e W atch’ program m e.

T he C o m m iss io n er  w a s  asked i f  the resourcing  o f  m urder in vestig a tio n s w a s  in flu 
en c ed  b y  new's m ed ia  ex p osu re . In rep ly  to the fo llo w -u p  qu estion , ask in g  how' the M P S  
en su red  a ‘proportionate r e sp o n se ’, the C o m m iss io n er  answ ered  (sta tem en t availab le  
from  M P A  w'ebsite: w 'w w .m pa.gov.uk):

I am pretty furious. We do devote the same level of resources to murders in relation to their 
difficulty. It is not about our resources or our intent. Every single life is equally important. What 
the difference is, is how these are reported. I actually believe that the media ss guilty of 
institutional racism in the way' they report deaths. That death of the young lavwer was terrible, 
but an Asian man was dragged to his death, a woman was chopped up in Lew'isham, a chap shot 
in the head in a Trident murder- -they got a paragraph on page 97. With one or tw'o exceptions, 
dearly Dantiola Taylor w'as one, the reporting of murder in ethnic minority communities 
appears not to interest the mainstream media.

B la ir  sa id  the M P S  w a s  o b lig ed  to resp on d  to n e w s  m ed ia  in terest in  m urder c a ses. H e  
further illustrated  h is frastrations w ith  n ew s m ed ia  selectiv ity ' u s in g  the fo llow 'ing  
exam ple:

If y'ou look at the murders in Soham, almost nobody can understand w'lty that di'eadful story 
became the biggest story in Britain. I.et’s be absolutely straight. It w'as a, dreadiul crime, nobody 
is suggesting anything else. But there are dreadful crimes which do not become the greatest 
story in Britain. Soham did for that August [20021 period become the greatest story.

A fter  the M PA  m eetin g , B la ir  to ld  journalists: ‘T here are lo ts o f  m urders o f  p e o p le  that 
do n ot ge t that k in d  o f  coverage; so m etim es th ey  do, so m etim es th ey  ju s t d o n ’t. P utting  
it  bluntly', it is  a qu iet n e w s  day. It’s A u gu st; these  th ings can b lo w  u p .’ B la ir ’s p ress o f f i
cer  ca u tion ed  that h is unguarded  ‘o n  the record ’ rem arks m ight be a p rob lem  (Blair, 
2 0 0 9 ) , and S co tla n d  Yard issu ed  a c la r ify in g  statem ent later that a fternoon  w h ic h  stressed  
the C o m m iss io n er ’s fu ll aw aren ess that the Soh am  m urders w ere  ‘a p p a llin g ’. B u t B la ir ’s 
m ed ia  critics w ere a lready w 'ntm g the h ead lines: another race row' w'as about to e n v e lo p  
S cotland  Yard.

T here w'ere at least tw o  p o ss ib le  stories, b o th  o f  w'hich related  to the n e w s  v a lu e s  o f  
the press w'hen reporting murder. First, w'as B la ir  fa c tu a lly  correct in  h is assertion  that
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eth n ic  m in ority  m urder v ic tim s  w ere  le s s  n ew sw orth y  than w h ite  m urder v ictim s?  
S eco n d , w h y  had the Soh am  m urder ca se  b e e n  d eem ed  so extraordinarily  new 'sw orthy?  
In both  in sta n ces, B la ir  seem ed  determ ined  to p ick  a f ig h t w ith  the n ew s m ed ia . The  
resp on se  w a s  im m ediate: the C o m m iss io n er ’s co m m en ts and the n e w s  m e d ia ’s reactions  
c ircu lated  rapid ly  across the on lin e  and traditional n ew s outlets. T his, w e  w o u ld  argue, 
w a s the b eg in n in g  o f  the d e c is iv e  stage  in  Sir Ian B la ir ’s ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’ .

The ch arge: th e  ‘S oh am  slur’

A lth o u g h  both  stories featured h ea v ily  across all sec tio n s o f  the n e w s  m ed ia , it w a s B la ir ’s 
‘Soham  slu r ’ that dom inated . A  d e lu g e  o f  front-page sp lashes, in sid e  n ew s stories, lead in g  
articles, ed itoria ls and co m m en ta iy  p ie ce s  debated, but m o stly  condem ned , the ‘in cen d i-  
a iy ’ com m en ts o f  an ‘u n h in g ed ’ p o lice  C o m m issio n er  wdio co u ld  not understand w h y  the 
Soh am  m urders had b e c o m e  a g lo b a l new's story. B la ir  foun d  h im se lf  ju x ta p o sed  w ith  the 
ico n ic  co lou r  p hotograph o f  H o lly  and Jessica , sum m ary rem inders o f  hcnv th ey  had died, 
and outraged com m en ts from  a var ie ty  o f  v ic tim s groups. T he running su b -co m m en ta iy  
w a s that B la ir  n eed ed  to either substantiate h is a llegation s or apolog ize:

Has Brit.aiii’s Top Copper Lost His Grip on Reality? Leader.

(D a i ly  E x p r e s s , Leading Article, 27 January 2006: 10)

Why All the Fuss over Soham, Asks Police Chief; as He Accuses Media of Institutional R.acism, 
an Astonishing Statement from the Met Boss.

( D a ily  M a i l , 27 January 2006: 1)

Why Was Soham Such a Big Stray?: Asks Britain’s Top Cop.

( D a ily  M ir r o r , 27 January 2006: 17)

Cop: Holly & Jessica Why All the Fuss?

Met Chief: Whv All the Fuss about Soham?

Soham Slur: The Sun Says.

(D a i ly  S ta r , 27 January 2006: 12)

{ D a ily  T e le g r a p h , 27 January 2006:

(S u n , Leading Article, 27 January 2006: 6)

Why Did Soham Get So Much Attention?, Asks Britain’s Top Policeman.

{T h e  T im es , 27 January 2006: 1)

A n  in stin ctiv e  d e fe n s iv e n e ss  o b lig ed  so m e lev e l o f  press en g a g em en t w ith  B la ir ’s ‘in sti
tu tion a lly  racist n e w s  m e d ia ’ pronou ncem ent. Print and broadcast n ew s ed itors e x p lic it ly  
rejected  the accu sation , c la im in g  it rep resented  a ser iou s error o f  ju d g em en t. T he D a ily
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M a il, D a ily  E x p re ss  and L o n d o n  E v e n in g  S ta n d a rd  reproduced p rev io u s front p a g es  
reporting the m urders o f  b la ck  and eth n ic  m inority  teen agers to p r o v e  that th ey  gave  
co v era g e  to v ictim s o f  all backgroun ds. T here w a s general p ress a ccep tan ce  that crim e  
reporting is  (n ecessa r ily ) se lec t iv e . N ev er th e less , B la ir  w a s co n d em n ed  for fa ilin g  to 
produ ce  any ev id en ce  to support h is  c la im s about the p r im acy  o f  race. It w a s o n ly  the 
liberal In d e p e n d e n t  and G u a rd ia n  that featured  B la ir ’s ‘in stitu tion al ra c ism ’ rem arks as 
their p r im a iy  n e w s  sto iy :

Met Chief Labels Media Institutionallv Racist.

Met Chief Accuses Media of ‘Racism’ over Murder Cases.

(G u a r d ia n , 27 Januaiy 2006: 7)

( In d e p e n d e n t , 27 Januarj' 2006: 4)

A n d  e v e n  here there w a s  an in s is ten ce  that race, w h ile  im portant, w a s on ly  on e  factor in  
d eterm in ing  the n ew sw o rth in ess o f  a particular m urder case . B oth  broad sh eets w ere  
e x p lic it  in  d istan cin g  th e m se lv es  from  B la ir ’s ‘m isg u id e d ’ Soh am  com m en ts.

A ggravating  factors: th e  ‘Soham  a p o lo g y’

O n the m orn in g  o f  2 7  January, B la ir  appeared  on B B C  R ad io  4 ’s T oday  program m e to 
c la r ify  Ins p o s it io n  further and, it  se em ed , to try and re-g a m  contro l o f  the n e w s  agenda. 
T he C o m m iss io n er  w a s  a sk ed  i f  he b e lie v e d  ‘i f  th o se  tw o  little  g irls, H o lly  W ells  and  
J essica  C hapm an, had b e e n  b la ck , it  w o u ld n ’t h a v e  b e e n  p ick ed  up m  the sam e w a y ? ’ 
H e sa id  th is w^as not h is  b e lie f , b u t rem a in ed  reso lu te  that the n e w s  m ed ia  are in stitu 
t io n a lly  racist. B la ir  co n ced ed , ‘the la st th in g  I n e e d  is  a w'ar wdth the m ed ia . The  
M etro p o lita n  P o lic e  S erv ice  n eed s the m ed ia  and d o es  get their h e lp  m u ch  o f  the t im e ’ . 
H e continued:

I obviously have to umeservedly apologise to aiiyvne comiected to the Soham murders, especially 
the parents of Holly and .lessica, for re-igniting this story. It was not intended to diminish the 
significance of this di'eadful crime, which is exactly how I described it. But... I was responding 
to a question raised about the dilf erential response to di:fferent murders and that led to an entirely 
legitimate discussion about the difference between investigative needs and news values.

(BBC News online, 27 January' 2006; available at 
http ://news .bbc .co.uk.t 1 /hi/ engl and/london/465 313 0 .stin)

T h is w'as the ‘g o tc h a ’ m o m en t in B la ir ’s ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’. T he C o m m iss io n er  found h im 
s e l f  lo ck ed  in to  a n e w s m ed ia  m aelstrom  m  wJiich he w as c o m p e lled  to m ake a pu b lic  
a p o lo g y  and an u n eq u iv o ca l U -turn around h is  Soh am  com m en ts. A s an e x er c ise  in  dam 
age lim itation , B la ir ’s m ea  cu lp a  in terv iew  not o n ly  fa iled  to halt the new's m edia  b a ck 
lash , it a c t iv e ly  fu e lled  it. T he fo llo w in g  day he w a s  v ilif ied  in  a torrent o f  press reports 
d ecry in g  h is ‘crass in se n s itiv ity ’ (D a ily  M a il,  2 8  .lanuaiy 20 0 6 : 16), ‘in ep titu d e’ (D a ily  
T eleg ra p h , 2 8  January 20 0 6 : 2 ) and ‘d isp aragem en t’ (T he T im es, 2 8  January' 2 0 0 6 : 16),
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and ex c la im in g , ‘Sorty  E xcuse; A s  Ian B la ir  A p o lo g ie s  to the S oh am  F a m ilies , W e A sk; 
H o w  C an  T h is  M an B e  B r ita in ’s ’ N o l  P o lic em a n ? ’ (D a ily  M irro r , 2 8  January 20 0 6 ; 2 1 ). 
T he G u a rd ia n  and In d e p e n d e n t  w ere n o w  a lso  lead in g  w ith  the ‘Soh am  a p o lo g y ’ rather 
than the n e w s  m ed ia ’s institu tional racism , N ew 's reporting o f  B la ir ’s ‘Soh am  a p o lo g y ’ 
w a s in ten se . H o w ev er , it  w a s the o p in io n  p ie c e s  that d id  m o st to c iy s ta lliz e  w h a t w o u ld  
b e  the dom inan t ‘in ferentia l structure’ around the C om m ission er , A  barrage o f  ed itoria ls, 
features and com m en taries dea lt at len gth  w ith  the ‘S o h a m ’ and ‘institu tion al ra c ism ’ 
co m m en ts . In a d e c is iv e  sh ift in the ‘agenda b u ild in g ’ p rocess, th ey  a lso  b egan  ca ta lo g u 
in g  B la ir ’s d e f ic ien c ie s  as C o m m ission er .

A n  ed itoria l in  The T im es  op in ed , ‘Sir Ian has dem onstrated  an unfortunate hab it o f  
ill-ju d g ed  rem arks, the la test b e in g  h is assertion  that m edia in terest in  the Soham  m ur
ders w a s the resu lt o f  its  in stitu tion a l racism . H e d ec lin ed  an im m ed ia te  chance to a p o lo 
g ize , b o w in g  to the in ev ita b le  o n ly  after su rv ey in g  y esterd a y ’s h e a d lin e s’ (28  .Tanuaiy 
2 0 0 6 ) . T he D a ily  T e leg ra p h 's  S im o n  H effer  q u ick ly  d ism issed  the C o m m iss io n er ’s a ccu 
sa tion s o f  in stitu tional m ed ia  racism  through reference  to the h ig h -p ro file  co v era g e  o f  
the S tep h en  Law'rence, V ictoria  C h m b ie  and D a m ilo la  Taylor m urder ca ses  (2 8  Januaiy  
2 0 0 6 ; 2 3 ). H e then d en ou n ced  B la ir  for  h is ‘dem ented  p o lit ica l co rrec tn ess’, h is  desire to 
u se  the p o lic e  ‘for  so c ia l en g in eer in g  projects rather than to f ig h t cr im e’, h is o b sess io n  
w ith  ‘the press co n feren ce  and the m ed ia  ap p earance’, h is p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  ‘furthering  
a p o litica l a g en d a ’ and h is  co m m a n d  structure’s fa ilu re to ‘prevent an in n o cen t B razilian  
e lectr ic ia n  b e in g  r id d led  w ith  p o lice  b u lle ts  o n  h is w a y  to w o r k ’ (2 8  January 2 0 06; 2 3 ). 
T he C om m issio n ersh ip , H effer  in sisted , ‘sh o u ld  not b e  entrusted  to a m an w h o  is  such  a 
blithering , cack -hand ed , o ffen s iv e  creep . . .  H e u sed  to be a jo k e . T h en  he b eca m e a lia 
b i l ity  Now? he is  a d isgrace. S ack  h im ’ (2 8  January 20 0 6 ; 2 3 ) . O n  the adjacent page , 
V icki W oods (2 8  January 2 0 0 6 ; 2 4 )  targeted  the ‘Soh am  s lu r ’ and B la ir ’s m ed ia  p rofile . 
T he C o m m issio n er  w a s  describ ed  as ‘a c lo d h o p p in g  fo o t-in -m ou th er  w h o  has sp en t h is  
first year  as c h ie f  o f  the M et be ing  b a ffled  by on e  head line  after another. H is ev ery  
attem pt at ‘c la r ify in g ’ a h ead lin e  issu e , or in  th is w e e k ’s co ck -u p  a tw o -h ea d lin e  issue, 
d o u b les the d a m a g e’ (2 8  January 2 0 0 6 ; 2 4 ).

T he D a ily  E x p ress '  lead article e.xpressed outrage that the ‘in crea sin g ly  eccen tric  
p o lice  c o m m iss io n e r ’ had  ‘m a n aged  to g ro ss ly  in su lt the m e m o iy  o f  m urdered Soham  
sch o o lg ir ls  H o lly  W'^ells and Jessica  C hapm an and fabricate a n o n sen s ica l com pla in t  
against the m edia  for “ institutional racism ’” . R ather than deal ser io u sly  w ith  crim e, it 
su g g ested , ‘Sir Ian w o u ld  rather p o n tifica te  lik e  a m ed ia  stu d ies w'lndbag over  p o litica l  
correctness and “d iv ersity ” issu es , and d e liv er  p on derou s lec tu res’ (2 8  January 20 0 6 ; 23).

His predecessor, now I.ord Stevens, inspired both the respect of the public and the alfection o!'
rank-arid-file police officers. In contrast. Sir Ian has become a ludicrous figure in the eyes of
the public and is said to be alienated from ordinary coppers.

(28 January 2006: 23)

E v en  for B la ir ’s liberal m ed ia  supporters, h is ‘irresistib le urge to the owm g o a l’ w a s  
b e c o m in g  a troub ling ly  fam iliar  characteristic . T he G u a rd ia n 's  O w e n  G ib so n  stressed  
that L on d o n  M ayor, K en  L iv in g sto n e , and v?anous com m u n ity  groups had co m e  out in  
support o f  B la ir ’s a lleg a tio n s o f  in stitu tion al n e w s  m ed ia  racism  (2 8  January 2 0 0 6 ; 4 ).
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Y et the article c lo sed  w ith  a se c tio n  su b -h ead ed  ‘O ther C o n tro v ersies’, w h ic h  referred to, 
a m o n g  other th in gs, the C o m m iss io n e r ’s p u b lic ity  seek in g  behaviou r, c la im s that he  
m isled  the p u b lic  fo llo w in g  the sh o o tin g  o f  Jean C harles de M en ez es , and h is role in  
‘p o lit ic iz in g ’ the p o lice  b y  p u b lic ly  b a ck in g  New? I.,abour’s counter-terrorism  agenda. A  
feature in  the In d e p e n d e n t (28  January 2 0 0 6 : 3 6 )  in sis ted  that ‘S ir ia n , w h o  is  m aking  
con sid erab le  efforts to reverse the b ias w'ithin h is  fo rces, lias a right to ask  the m ed ia  to 
lo o k  in to  its ow?n practices as it ab u ses the M et for  its a c tio n s .’ Yet it o p en ed  w ith  the  
statem en t that ‘S o m e tim es the M etropolitan  P o lic e  ch ief. Sir Ian B lair, se e m s to o p en  h is  
m outh  o n ly  to arouse co n fu sio n , retraction  and a p o lo g y .’

B u t it w'as the D a ily  M a i l ’s S tev en  W right w h o  in troduced  the term  that w o u ld  be  
p iv o ta l in  in stitu tin g  the dom inan t in ferentia l structure around Sir Ian B lair. In an article  
h ead lined , ‘ Sorry Just W o n ’t D o  Sir Ian ’, W right q u estion ed  the future o f  the C o m m issio n er  
in  lig h t o f  the Soh am  co m m en ts , the S to c k w e ll sh o o tin g  and h is  p o lit ica l co n n ectio n s  
w'lth T on y  Blair:

Downing Street, normally supportive of the man dubbed Britain’s most politically correct 
policeman, issued a lukewarm statement and a number of high-ranking Scotland Yard officers 
said gaffe-prone Sir Ian was becoming a liability, and questioned whether he could keep the job 
he has held only since last Februarv'.

{ D a ily  M a il , 28 .Tanuaiy 2006: 4)

T he verdict: th e  ‘g a ffe -p ro n e’ C om m ission er

T he d a ily  p r e ss ’ fe ed in g  fren zy  se t the tone and content for the w e e k e n d ’s co v era g e  and  
co n tin u ed  in to  the follow?ing w'eek. The term  ‘g a f fe ’ w a s  p ick ed  up b y  m ore journ a lists  
and, b y  1 February, the D a ily  M a il, In d ep en d en t, G u a rd ia n , Sun  and D a ily  E x p ress  had 
all run stor ies referring to B la ir ’s ‘Soh am  g a ffe ’ or d escrib in g  the C o m m iss io n er  as 
‘g a ffe -p ro n e ’. B y  the tim e B la ir  resign ed  in  O ctob er  2 0 0 8 , a ll the national new spap ers  
w ere  ro u tin e ly  characteriz ing h im  in  th is w'ay. F o llo w in g  the Soham  controversy , then, 
there w a s  a co n v erg en ce  o f  new'S m ed ia  op in io n  around the n o tio n  o f  Ian B la ir  n ot on ly  
as a p o lit ic iz e d  C om m ission er , bu t as a t im e-lim ited  liab ility . T he C o m m iss io n er ’s 
attem pts to p u sh  b a ck  against the n e w s  agenda had  u n eq u iv o ca lly  backfired . H is  ‘natu
ra l’ p o s it io n  i n the ‘h ierarchy o f  c red ib ility ’ w?as b e in g  shredded , ev en , it seem ed , in  the 
e y e s  o f  h is new's m ed ia  supporters. T he p ress w ere firm ly  in  contro l o f  the n ew s agenda, 
and w?ere sp eak in g  w?ith an in crea sin g ly  coh eren t and co n sen su a l v o ic e . A  dom inant 
‘in feren tia l structure’ had  n o w  cry sta llized  around Sir Ian B lair. H is  in itia l n e w s  m ed ia  
construction  as a ‘p o lit ic iz e d ’ C om m issio n er , and then as an ‘o p eration a lly  com p ro 
m ise d ’ C o m m iss io n er ’, w a s  co n so lid a ted  into and su persed ed  b y  a ‘m aster sta tu s’: the  
‘g a ffe -p ro n e  ’ C o m m iss io n er .

O ur research in d ica tes that the cry sta lliza tio n  o f  a c o m m o n  n e w s m edia v o c a b u la iy  
prov ided  the fram ew ork w ith in  w h ich  the C o m m iss io n er ’s future a c tiv ities  w o u ld  be  
ordered and interpreted  as ‘new 's’. Furtherm ore, it  o ffered  jo u rn a lists a m ean s o f  h istori- 
c iz in g  and retro a ctiv ely  m ak in g  sen se  o f  B la ir ’s p ast w'ords and deeds. The caricature o f  
B la ir  as u n fa ilin g ly  ‘g a ffe -p ro n e ’ esta b lish ed  a d o m in a n t inferentia l stn icture w'ithin 
w 'hich p r e v io u sly  iso la ted  in c id en ts co u ld  be re-v isited , r e -co n n ected  and re-p resented  as
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an e sse n tia liz in g  narrative w ith  p len ty  o f  room  for further de ve lop m en t. Journalists w ere  
a lso  on  the lo o k o u t fo r  anyth in g  that co u ld  trip up the C o n in iiss io n er . N ew sp a p ers  
acro ss the p o lit ic a l sp ec tm m , in  a d d ition  to p o lic e  o fficers and p o lit ic ia n s , c o n v erg ed  
around o n e  a m p lify in g  and d e -le g it im iz in g  question : ‘W hen  w i l l  the ga ffe-p ro n e  Sir Ian  
B la ir  g o ? ’

The s e n te n c e :‘unfit for o ffice’— Blair m u st go

B y  the en d  o f  .lanuary'2005, h ea d lin es w ere  dec lar ing  that the ‘g a ffe -p ro n e ’C o m m issio n er  
w a s not on ly  haem orrhaging cross-party  p o lit ic a l support, but had lost h is  grip o n  the  
M P S  and w'as b earin g  the brant o f  rank-and-file  d issa tisfa ctio n . T he M etropolitan  P o lice  
F ederation , rep resenting  so m e  2 5 ,0 0 0  o fficers in  L ond on , had b e e n  ask ed  b y  then  D ep u ty  
C o n in iiss io n er  (and B la ir ’s su ccesso r  as C o m m issio n er), Sir P aul S tep h en son , to issu e  a 
p u b lic  statem en t o f  support for  the C om m ission er . T h ey  d eclin ed , and a ser ies o f  o ff-th e-  
record b r iefin g s appeared to con firm  that B la ir  had b een  ‘p laced  on n o tice ’ b y  h is  owm  
p e o p le  {D a ily  M a il, 3 February 2 0 0 6 : 13). T he nature o f  the leak s from  insubordinate  
o fficers ind icated  that Scotlan d  Yard w a s  r iven  w ith  p erson a lity  feu d in g  m ore rancorous 
than any f ic tio n a l p o lic e  dram a. B la ir ’s m u ch -fe ted  ‘ T ogether’ reform  program m e had  
n ot su rv iv ed  h is  first year  in  o ffice . Further reports d isc lo se d  that, w h ile  the C o m m issio n er  
had rec e iv e d  the b a ck in g  o f  P rim e M in ister  T ony B lair, h is ‘Soh an i g a ffe ’ had  prom pted  
three C o n serv a tiv e  M P s to s ig n  an early  day m o tio n  ca llin g  for h is res ig n a tio n  and  
d em and in g  that h e ‘put an e n d  to h is  “th o u g h tless  s e l f  p u b lic ity ’” {D a ily  M a il, .3 Febraarj^ 
2 0 0 6 ; 13). B la ir ’s p ress co n straction  o ffers a stark illustration  o f  wJiat can  hap pen  w h en  
m etropolitan  n e w s  m edia p o lit ic s , party p o lit ic s  and p o lice  p o lit ic s  co a le sce:

Is It Time ibr Sir Ian Blair to (3uit the Met?

Is Sir Ian Fit to Be Top Cop?

How Did This Idiot Becortie Comtnssssoner?

{ D a ily  E x p r e s s , 30 Jatiuary 2006: 4.5)

{ D a ily  M a i l , 30 .lanuary 2006: 17)

{S im , 30 Januaiy2006: 19)

Plod Off: Britain’s Number One Cop Faces Revolt by 140 of His Senior Officers.

{ D a ily  M ir r o r ,  ?i\ January 2006: 1)

Blundering, Arrogant and Out of Touch ... He Must Go; Exclusive Met Chief Faces Coup by 
Furious Ofilcers.

Piod Off... Again: Now MPs CaO for Top Cop’s Head.

{ D a ily  M ir r o r , 31 .Tanuaty 2006: 5)

{ D a ily  M ir r o r , 31 January 2006: 18)
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Officers Call for Sir Ian to Quit'

MPs Want Sir Ian Out,

MPs Want PC Blair to Be Sacked.

{Times, 31 Januaiy2006: 2)

{Daily Mirror, 1 February 2006: 13)

{Daily Express, 1 Februaiy'̂  2006: 2)

Met Chiefs Hardesi Task May Be to .lustily Actions to Court oi"Public Opinion.

{Financial Times, 1 February 2006: 8)

Dotf t Be Parattoid, Sir lati, But They Are Out to Get You.

Policiog London: Why Blair Must Not Quit.

Met Chief Must Quit for Soham Gaffe, Say Tories.

{Guardian, 1 February 2006: 30)

{Guardian, 1 Febraaiy 2006: 32)

{Independent, 1 Febmary2006: 6)

E ven  the G u a rd ia n  appeared to b e  g iv i ng m ix ed  m essa g es , insi.sting that B la i r ‘m u st not 
q u it’ but ca u tion in g  that he m ust ‘raise h is  g a m e ’ to su rvive th o se  fo rces that w o u ld  drive  
him  from  o ffice  {G u a rd ia n , 1 Febtuary^ 2 0 0 6 ) . A  sen ior  M P S o fficer  w a s  quoted: ‘W e 
cannot ha v e  another fuck-u p . W e cannot h a v e  a C o m m issio n er  w h o  is  v ie w e d  as a chum p  
and a lau gh in g  s to c k ’ {G u a rd ia n , 1 Febm ary' 2 0 0 6 : 3 0 ). T h ou gh  B la ir  rem ained  M P S  
C o m m iss io n er  for  m ore than tW'O m ore years, the ‘Soh an i g a ffe ’ and its im m ed ia te  after
m ath resu lted  in  an e sca la tio n  o f  n ew s m ed ia  attacks. W hat fo llo w e d  w a s a p ro lo n g ed  
p eriod  o f  sy m b o lic  n e w s  m ed ia  ann ih ila tion  that r e len tle ss ly  fo reca st and d em and ed  his  
departure. T he dom inan t in ferentia l structure esta b lish ed  thi'ough B la ir ’s ‘trial by m e d ia ’ 
w'as g a in in g  coh eren ce  and m om en tum  as the ‘g a ffe-p ro n e ’ C o m m iss io n er ’s u ltim ate  
d o w n fa ll b ecam e— in  the e y e s  o f  the p ress at least— a m atter o f  tim e.

The resignation of the ‘gaffe-prone’ Commissioner
T he u n ex p ec ted  e lec tio n  o f  the C o n serv a tiv e  P arty ’s B oris John son  and the rem o v a l o f  
K en  L iv in g sto n e  as M ayor o f  L o n d o n  in  M a y  2 0 0 8  co m p ou n d ed  B la ir ’s p o lit ic a l p rob
lem s, and p robab ly  se a led  h is fate, in  three inter-related  w a y s . F irst, Johnson w a s  a 
m ed ia g em c  character and w'as h ig h ly  adept at iiew's m ed ia  p o lit ic s . S eco n d , the n e w  
M ayor had p u b lic ly  stated that B la ir  sh ou ld  b e  rem o v ed  from  o ffice . Third, he had been  
granted n e w  leg is la tiv e  pow'ers to a ssu m e the chairm anship  o f  the M etrop o litan  P o lice  
A uthority. John son  so o n  cam e under p ressure from  B la ir ’s critics to e x erc ise  h is  M ayoral 
pow er. S tories b eg a n  to circu late  that L o n d o n ’s new' C o n servative  adm inistration  w a s
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ex p lo r in g  the con stitu tion a l p o ss ib ility  o f  rem o v in g  a d iscred ited  C om m ission er . B la ir  
co n tin u ed  to resist the in c re a s in g ly  v o c ife r o u s  c a lls  for h is  resign ation , and at lea st  
p u b lic ly  d ism issed  the continual sp ecu la tio n  that h is  p o litica l support w a s draining aw ay. 
T h is generated  further press attacks on B la ir ’s refu sa l to step dow n , and o n  the 
G ov ern m en t for  refu sin g  to rem o v e  h im . A  d efian t but p o litica lly  iso la ted  B la ir  rem ained  
in  o ffice , bu t not in pow er.

A fter  tw o  years o f  re len tless  new's m ed ia  attacks o n  a variety  o f  p u b lic  relation s and  
operation al ‘g a f fe s ’, the resign ation  fin a lly  cam e on 2 O ctob er 2 0 0 8 . O n  the day that the 
D a ily  M a il  ran a front-page stoty' d e ta ilin g  fin an cia l irregularity charges aga in st the 
C om m ission er , he ca lled  a press co n feren ce  and ann oun ced  h is  departure before m a n y  o f  
the sam e jo u rn a lists w lio  had o v erseen  h is un relen tin g  ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’. In a ca refu lly  
crafted  statem ent, he m ain ta ined  that the d e c is io n  to resign  w a s n ot h is and that he had  
h o p ed  to co m p lete  h is term  in  o ffice . B la ir  d efen d ed  h is record, in s is tin g  that he w a s

resigning not because of any failures oi'my sendee and not because the pressures oi'tbe olfice 
and the many stories that surround it are too much. I am resigning in the best interests of the 
people of I.ondon and the Metropolitan Police Service.

{Sky Nevt!S, 2 October 2008)

W ithout the M ayor o f  L o n d o n ’s support, B la ir  ex p la in ed , h is co m m issio n ersh ip  w a s not 
v ia b le .

T he im m ed ia te  p o lit ic a l reaction  w a s  b a lan ced  firm ly  aga in st B lair. W h ile  the 
C o n serv a tiv e  Party and L iberal D em o cra ts  w e lc o m e d  the d ec is io n , B la ir ’s p o lit ica l su p 
porters rebuked  B o r is  Johnston and the r ig h t-w in g  press for w h a t th e y  v ie w e d  as a p o lit i
cal a ssa ssin a tio n  that w o u ld  d esta b ilize  the M P S . C om p arison s w ere  m ade w ith  M ayor  
G iu lia n i’s rem ova l o f  N Y P D  C o m m iss io n er  B ill  B ratton, w h o  had p resid ed  over  the 
N e w  York ‘crim e m ira c le ’ (G u a rd ia n , 3 O ctob er  2 0 0 8 ) . C o m m en ta iy  and a n a ly sis  p ie ce s  
w ere  unspari ng in their accou n ts o f  B la ir ’s dram atic ‘fa ll and fa l l ’. There w ere  scath ing  
‘g o o d  r id d an ce’ ed itoria ls m  the D a ily  M a il, D a i ly  M irro r , Sun, D a ily  E x p re ss  and D a ily  
T elegraph , and luk ew arm  a ssessm en ts in  The T im es w d  In d ep en d en t. O n ly  the G u a rd ia n  
reported  B la ir ’s departure w ith  regret, th ou gh  e v e n  its ed itoria l c o n ced ed  that h is p o s i
tio n  had b e c o m e  p o lit ica lly  un ten ab le. W h ile  m u ch  o f  the n e w s  m ed ia  fo c u s  w'as on  lio  w' 
the S to ck w ell sh o o tin g  had p aralysed  h is C o m m issio n ersh ip , th is w'as co n tex tu a lized  
aga in st h is  se e m in g ly  in fin ite  ca p a c ity  to m ake ‘g a f fe s ’ that p ro v o k ed  p ress outrage and  
required p u b lic  ap o logy . B la ir ’s litan y  o f  ‘g a f fe s ’ w a s  lis ted  and re-coun ted , on ce  again, 
in  excru c ia tin g  detail. T here w'as a pa lp ab le  sen se  o f  tr ium phalism  am on g  certain  jour
na lists, w h o  app lauded  the M ayor for  o u stin g  B lair. T heir co n c lu sio n  w'as that he had  
brough t h is d o w n fa ll u p o n  h im self: th is w'as a seria l offen der  w h o  w a s in cap ab le  o f  
learn ing from  h is m ista k es but, thanks to a critica l and free p ress, ju stice  had f in a lly  been  
done. E v e n  th o se  com m entators w h o  w'ere broad ly  sym p athetic  to B la ir ’s agenda, w h ile  
alarm ed b y  the M ayor rid ing roughshod  over  the con stitu tion a l arrangem ents o f  p o lice  
accou ntab ility , a ck n o w led g ed  the d esta b iliz in g  im pact o f  h is p u b lic  relations and opera
tion a l ‘g a ffe s ’. A  clear, a lbe it partia lly  reluctant, p ress co n sen su s w'as d iscern ib le: he had  
to go .

Table 1 p ro v id es a sum m ary o f  the nationa l p ress tim elin es o f  Sir Ian B la ir ’s ‘g a ffe-  
p ro n e ’ C o m m issio n ersh ip .
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TabBe L National press timelines of Sir Ian Blair’s‘gaffe-prone’ Commissionership (ail printed 3 October 2008} o

o
DN)
O
O
O
N)
CJ
O

Daily Daily Daily Daily Guardian independent The Times
Mail Mirror Star Telegraph

February 2005: Blair spends thousands changing MRS slogan ‘Working 
for a safer London’ to ‘Working together for a safer London’, and changing 
typeface to conform with Disability Discrimination Act 1995

■ /

Feb 2005: Blair pledges crackdown on ‘middle class’ drug users, saying he 
is concerned cocaine has become‘socially acceptable’

■ / ■ /

April 2005: Blair publicly backs plans for ID cards, resulting in accusations 
of party political bias towards Labour in run-up to General Election

■ / ■ / ■ /

June 2005: Employment tribunal clears three white officers of racist 
behaviour cowards Asian colleague, and finds Blair’s personal intervention 
resulted in them being‘hung out to dry’
July 2005; Blair mocked in press after being pictured wearing turban and 
holding religious sword on visit to Sikh community in East London

■ /

July 2005; London bombing take 52 lives and injure hundreds. Blair praised 
for initial response

y s ' v'' ■ / ■ /

July 2005: Jean Charles de Menezes shot dead after the 21 July failed 
London bombing attempt. Blair faces pressure to resign over allegations he 
lied about the killing and misled the public

■ / V ■ / ■ / s' ■ /

September 2005: Blair launches £250,000 probe into Kate Moss’s 
alleged cocaine sniffing exposed by Dai/y Â /rror. Moss never charged after 
prosecutors tell detectives they cannot proved if drugs were class A or 
class B

■ /

October 2005; Claims emerge that Blair personally ordered that ■ / ■ /
independent investigators be denied access to de Menezes shooting scene 
November 2005: Blair lobbies MPs to support Labour government 
proposals to detain terrorist suspects for 90 days without charge, resulting 
in accusations of politicizing the Office of Commissioner

s' ■ / ■ /
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Table I. (Continued)

o
DN)
O
O
O
N)

Daily Daily Daily Daily Guardian Independent The
Mail Mirror Star Telegraph Times

January 2006; Blair makes ‘Soham slur’ and'Soham apology’, and accuses 
news media of institutional racism in its attitude to

y ■ / ✓ ■ / ✓ ■ / ✓

reporting deaths, resulting in further calls for resignation
March 2006; Blair admits to secretly recording phone conversations, most
notably with then-Attorney General, Lord Peter Goldsmith

/ / ■ / ✓ ✓

May 2006: Blair claims an operation to confiscate placards displayed by 
anti-war protester Brian Haw at'Westminster cost £7,200, but it emerges 
later that the cost was £27,000

✓

June 2006: Botched anti-terror raid in Forest Gate, London, leads to y ■ / ✓
non-fatal shooting of innocent man.Two Muslim arrestees released without 
charge. Further calls for Blair’s resignation, though Mayor and Prime 
Minister offer support
August 2006; Blair claims that Londoners are feeling as safe as they did 
2.5 years before, and that Haringey residents are leaving their front doors

■ / y y

unlocked.Widespread criticism ensues
October 2006; Blair forced to explain why a Muslim police officer was 
excused from guarding London’s Israeli Embassy after he objected to the 
duty on ’moral grounds’

■ /

January 2007: Muslim female officer refuses to shake Blair’s hand at 
passing out parade ‘on religious grounds’

■ /

March 2007 : Blair accused of exaggerating his role in 1975 Balcombe 
Street siege, and that his claims to have been shot at by IRA terrorists were

■ / y y

not true
October 2007; Blair denies arguing with Deputy Commissioner, Paul
Stephenson, over £25,000 bonus...Stephenson said he would forego his
bonus amid disputes over rank-and-file pay; Blair allegedly claimed he felt 
‘bounced’ into doing the same

■ / /

O

Q3a.

e
3-

D
wr+
C7
Cr+
o'
3
r+o
o
■D
0)

(Continued)

o>



TabBe !, (Continued) 4̂hJ

O
DN)
O
O
O
N)
CJ
N)

Daily Daily Daily Daily Guardian Independent The
Mai! Mirror Star Telegraph Times

November 2007: independent report into de Menezes death finds MPS guilty 
of health and safety breaches and that Blair claimed shooting was ‘directly linked’ 
to anti-terrorist operations, after colleagues disclosed man may be innocent

/ / / ✓ ■ / /

November 2007: Blair rejects vote of‘no confidence’ from London Assembly 
after maintaining the support of London Mayor Ken Livingstone

V'' ■ /

December 2007: Blair sends Christmas card to officers which makes no ✓
mention of de Menezes shooting and says,‘Once again this year has seen many 
successes for the Met’
June 2008: Director of Public Prosecutions accuses Blair of‘misunderstanding’ 
drugs laws after he claims that CPS should have charged Kate Moss with

/

cocaine possession
June 2008; Assistant CommissionerTarique Ghaffur claims the MPS blocked his 
promotion because of his race, and accused Blair of favouring white officers for 
promotion over black and Asian candidates

V'' ■ / s' ■ /

July 2008: Police Authority request that Blair faces enquiry over awarding of IT 
contracts worth £3million to company run by close personal friend,Andy Miller, 
even though rival bid is three times less

✓ y y /

August 2008: Emerges that Blair may face inquiry relating to alleged cover-up 
of corruption in murder of Special Constable Nisha Patel-Nasri in 2003, when 
Blair was in charge of MPS anti-corruption unit

/

September 2008: Further pressure in de Menezes case after inquest hears 
Brazilian had been ruled out as a terror suspect 20 minutes before MPS officers 
shot him dead

V' ✓ ✓

O ctober 2008: Emerges that Andy Miller’s company. Impact Plus, was paid 
‘vanity contract’ of more than £15,000,to advise Blair on communication 
strategy and leadership style

✓
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D eterm in ing  the ex ten t to w h ich  Sir Ian B la ir ’s prim e tim e ‘trial b y  m ed ia ’ resulted  d irectly  
in  h is resign ation  is  b ey o n d  the sco p e  o f  our analysis. B lair b ecam e a p a w n  in  a po litica l 
struggle b e tw een  a re-em ergent C onserxntive Party pressing  for a radical overhaul o f  p o lic 
in g  and crim e control and a disintegrating, d iscred ited  N e w  Labour governm ent. H ad there 
not b een  an u n exp ected  p o litica l realignm ent in  the 2 0 0 8  L ond on  M ayoral e lection , B lair  
m igh t have com p leted  h is C om m ission ersh ip . O ur aim  in this article has b een  to constiuct  
a theoretical fram ew ork for research ing h o w  the in terconnected  spheres o f  n ew s m edia  
p o litic s, party p o litic s  and p o lice  p o litic s  co a le sced  to create a m ediatization  p rocess in 
wdiich B rita in’s m ost sen ior p o lice  officer  co u ld  b e  p u b lic ly  n d icu led , baited, cajo led  and  
re len tless ly  hounded b y  an in creasin g ly  antagonistic  press.

Sir Ian B la ir ’s ‘trial b y  m e d ia ’ e sta b lish ed  a dom inan t ‘in ferentia l s tm ctu re’ that p ro
v id ed  jou rn a lists, and a u d ien ces, wdth a c o lle c t iv e  fram ew ork and c o m m o n  v o ca b u lary  
for  ordering and understand ing the C o m m iss io n er ’s w ord s and d eed s, w h ile  sim u lta n e
o u s ly  d ec im a tin g  h is  ‘natural’ p o s it io n  in  the n e w s  m ed ia  ‘h ierarchy o f  credibility^’. In  
m eticu lo u s detail, he  w a s  (d e)co n stru cted  as an organ izational liability' wdio had lo st h is  
grip on  S co tla n d  Yard, fo r fe ited  the resp ect o f  the rank-and-file  and ex h a u sted  cro ss
party' p o lit ica l support. O ver tim e, the jo u rn a listic  repertoire o f  w'ords and im a g es  that 
cam e to constitu te  B la ir ’s ‘m aster  sta tu s’ in  the p u b lic  sphere constructed  a ‘p o lit ic iz e d ’, 
‘o p eration a lly  co m p ro m ised ’ and ‘g a ffe -p ro n e ’ C om m ission er .

O ur research  in d ica tes that B la ir ’s ‘trial b y  m ed ia ’ did m ore than d e -leg it im iz e  one  
C om m ission er . It la id  d o w n  a c lear syanbolic m arker about w hat ‘ty p e ’ o f  C o m m issio n er  
and p o lic in g  p h ilo so p h y  is  accep tab le  in  contem porary B ritain , and dem onstrated  the  
p o w er  o f  the r is in g  n e w s  m ed ia  ‘p o lit ic s  o f  ou tra g e’. S ec tio n s o f  the press w ere  a n tago
n istic  tow'ards B la ir  b eca u se  o f  w h at he represented— a particular brand o f  ‘politically ' 
correct’ p o lic in g  at a tim e w h en  con se iw ative  and tab lo id  com m entators w ere  dem and in g  
a tougher ‘la w  and order’ resp on se  to ‘B roken  B r ita in ’. U ltim ately , h ow ever, ev en  B la ir ’s 
new's m ed ia  supporters fo u n d  h is  p o s it io n  in d efen sib le . For h is critics, the ‘g o o d  rid
d a n ce ’ departure o f  ‘N e w  L ab o u r’s favourite  p o lic e m a n ’ w a s  a victory'. B u t a su cc e ssfu l  
‘trial b y  m e d ia ’ required m ore than a resign ation : to dem onstrate un eq uivocally ' the n ew s  
m e d ia ’s su prem acy  in  the court o f  p u b lic  o p in ion , B la ir  had to b e  r id icu led  and p u b lic ly  
hu m ilia ted . N ew sp a p ers u sed  the sam e strik ing cropped  im a g e  o f  a d efea ted  and defla ted  
C o m m iss io n er  fo rced  to an n oun ce h is  res ig n a tio n  in  c iv ilia n  c loth ing: stripped o f  
o ffice , stripped o f  un iform , and, in  the e y e s  o f  h is  n e w s  m edia  critics, stripped o f  d ign ity. 
‘U n fit  for  o f f ic e ’ w'as the c o lle c t iv e  new's m ed ia  verd ict, e v id en ce d  by a se lf-re in fo rc in g  
lo o p  o f  t im e-lin es  and slid e  show's that w il l  illustrate in perpetu ity  h is  ‘g a ffe -p ro n e ’ 
C o m m issio n ersh ip .

B e fo re  h is app ointm en t as the n ext M P S C o m m issio n er  w a s confirm ed . Sir Paul 
S tep h en so n  un derw en t an in ten se  m ed ia -v ettin g , w'ith q u estion s b e in g  p o sed  regarding  
h is  c lo se n e s s  to B la ir  and h is  ro le  in  an M P S  in v estig a tio n  o f  H o m e O ffic e  leak s that 
resu lted  in  the arrest o f  a sen ior  C o n serv a tiv e  p o litic ian . In the end , and in sharp contrast 
to the other nam ed cand id ates, S tep h en so n  rec e iv e d  the con d itio n a l en d orsem en t o f  the  
C o n serv a tiv e  and tab lo id  p ress as a w 'elcom e alternative to B lair, and a proven  ch am p ion  
o f  ‘co m m o n  sen se  p o lic in g ’. O n  taking o ffice  in  January 2 0 0 9 , S tep h en so n  im m ed ia te ly  
distanced  h im se lf  from  B la ir ’s p o lic in g  p h ilo so p h y  and m ed ia  p red ilection s:
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Sir Ian Biair did it his way and I was his loyal deputy. Now I w ill do it my way. I don’t want to 
be boring. I don’t want to be exciting. And I don’t want to be a celebrity. 1 don’t want to be a 
police leader who people w iil follow out of a mere sense of curiosity. It is my aim to be a top 
police leader in charge of one ot'the most important police seiwices in the world.

[Evening Standard, 28 Januaty 2009: 12)

N ote

Versions of this article were presented at the British Society of Criminology Seminar Series, LSE, 
the A ll Souls Criminology Seminar Series, University' of Oxford, and University of Southamp
ton Sociology Seminar Series. The authors would like to thank the seminar participants, and the 
anonymous reviewers of this article, for their helpful comments.

1. The ‘Sobam murders’ are one of the UK’s highest profile murder cases. Two 10-year-old girls 
Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, were murdered in August 2002 by' Ian Huntley, a local 
school caretaker. The initial hunt for the missing school girls was a global news story. An 
official inquiry' subsequently heavily criticized the police for their failings in this case.
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