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well (see “Snapshot of America: Who Are the 
Journalists?”).63

Still, even though they have ideological inclina-
tions of their own, most members of the “main-
stream media” in the United States strive to leave 
their values outside the newsroom and to do objec-
tive work. Indeed, studies show that there is no 
discernible overall ideological bias in the media. To 
the extent that some outlets are tilted slightly to the 
left, they are offset by others that lean slightly to the 
right.64 Most journalists, aware that their values are 
more liberal than the average American’s, try hard to 
keep their coverage of issues balanced. Some Demo-
cratic candidates for president have even accused the 
press of being harder on them to compensate for 
their personal preferences. Ben Bradlee, then–execu-
tive editor of the Washington Post, said that when 
Ronald Reagan became president, the journalists at 
the Post thought, “Here comes a true conservative. . . .  
And we are known—though I don’t think justifi-
ably—as the great liberals. So [we thought] we’ve got 
to really behave ourselves here. We’ve got to not be 
arrogant, make every effort to be informed, be 
mannerly, be fair. And we did this. I suspect in the 
process that this paper and probably a good deal of 
the press gave Reagan not a free ride, but they didn’t 
use the same standards on him that they used on 
Carter and Nixon.”65 In addition to this sort of self-
restraint, the liberal tendencies of many journalists are 
tempered by the undoubtedly conservative nature of news 
ownership and management we have already discussed. The 
editorial tone of many papers is conservative; for instance, 
generally more papers endorse Republican candidates for 
president than they do Democrats (see Figure 15.1). For 
instance, in the run-up to the 2012 presidential election, 
Mitt Romney beat Barack Obama in endorsements 45 to 40 
percent (although, unusually, Obama did lead John McCain 
in 2008).66

Interestingly, despite the studies showing no discernible 
partisan bias in the media, people today, both liberals and 
conservatives, tend to perceive a bias against their own 
views, especially to the extent that they talk with others 
with similar views about that bias.67 Until the mid-1980s, 
citizens were not convinced that there was an ideological 
bias in the media—55 percent believed that the media were 
basically accurate and only 45 percent thought the press 
was biased in its reporting. Today large percentages are 
skeptical about the media sources they follow—both print 
and broadcast.68

Not surprisingly, the rise in the perception that the 
media are biased coincides with the growth of a more 
partisan tone in the media. A concerted conservative effort 
to bring what they believe is a much-needed balance to the 
news has resulted in a host of talk radio shows, including 
those of Rush Limbaugh and Glenn Beck, the Fox News 
Channel on TV, and the online Drudge Report, to join 

already existing conservative media outlets like the Wall 
Street Journal editorial page. The rise of the conservative 
media has led to what two scholars call a conservative “echo 
chamber,” “a self-protective enclave hospitable to conserva-
tive beliefs” that “reinforces the views of these outlets’ like-
minded audience members, helps them maintain ideolog-
ical coherence, protects them from counterpersuasion, rein-
forces conservative values and dispositions . . . and distances 
listeners, readers, and viewers from ‘liberals’ in general and 
Democrats in particular.”69

The increasing effectiveness of this Republican media 
machine has led liberals to argue that the media are biased 
against them, especially after media coverage of the Clinton 
impeachment, the 2000 election recount, the Swift Boat 
attacks on John Kerry, and the rise of the Tea Party move-
ment.70 Their response—in the form of shows like the Rachel 
Maddow Show and Up With Chris Hayes on MSNBC; Current 
TV, a cable station started in 2005 by former vice president 
Al Gore; and the online Huffington Post (among other blogs 
and liberal web sites)—now contributes a powerful liberal 
voice, but one nowhere nearly as effective politically as the 
conservative voice already in place. This is due partly to the 
different values that conservatives and liberals bring to the 
table. Liberals can’t settle on a single truth to promote and 
often argue as much among themselves as with their ideo-
logical opponents. Conservatives, on the other hand, are 
more willing to silence their own party members who don’t 
conform to the conservative ideal they believe Ronald 
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Sources: Harold W. Stanley and Richard G. Niemi, Vital Statistics on American 
Politics, 2009–2010 (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2010), Table 14.7; 2012 data 
from editorandpublisher.com/election/.

Figure 15.1  �Newspaper Endorsements of 
Presidential Candidates, 1932–2012
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