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First Amendment Freedoms 

The First Amendment is part of what is known as the Bill of 
Rights. It provides that Congress will make no laws that 
impact five basic personal freedoms in the United States of 
America —

1. Freedom of Religion
2. Freedom of Speech
3. Freedom of the Press
4. Freedom of Peaceful Assembly
5. Freedom to Petition the Government for Redress of 

Grievances

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or 
the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 
petition the Government for a redress of grievances.
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The First Amendment was adopted in 1791 along with nine 
other amendments that make up the Bill of Rights. The 
purpose was to protect the civil liberties of civilians of the new 
nation. These “rights” have been challenged many times in 
the courts during the last 200+ years, but it may be the court 
of public opinion that has become the most challenging in 
recent years.
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People vs Press 

I would prefer writing ‘People and Press” because that’s the 
way the founders of the United States of America viewed the 
First Amendment. Some of the individual states were hesitant 
to ratify the Constitution because they wanted to ensure the 
protection of basic rights and liberties for their citizens. 
Because of their experience with former British rule, they 
wanted to protect citizen rights against the new federal 
government of the U.S. Many of the founders wanted the 
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people to possess absolute sovereignty rather than the 
government. The First Amendment was adopted as part of 
that purpose.

Journalists are free-speech citizens who also participate in the 
free press. Freedom of speech and freedom of the press go 
hand-in-hand — until they don’t. That’s where we find 
ourselves today. Rather than being the “people and press,” 
we find ourselves living in the era of “people vs. press.” That’s 
another way of saying “people vs. people,” since members of 
the press (news media) are people. We now live in a society 
where citizens often can’t trust what other citizens tell them.

I was a citizen before I became a journalist. I didn’t stop being 
a citizen when I became a professional journalist. Journalists 
are people who enjoy the freedoms of speech and press. 
Rather than look at it as a special privilege, I suggest 
journalists look at that as a special responsibility. A journalist’s 
responsibility, their obligation, is to tell the truth at all times. 
Anything less in my view is a dereliction of duty.
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Unfortunately, many members of the press view themselves 
differently. They often see themselves as privileged and 
“above” the masses of the unwashed citizenry who rely on 
their coverage of “the news.” While we know that is not sitting 
well with a public whose distrust of the press grows every 
year, it’s also not sitting well with members of the press. Many 
journalists are leaving high-paying jobs because of how some 
members of the press view and treat their readers, viewers, 
and listeners.

One of the most notable is Bari Weiss, formerly of the New 
York Times. Here’s what she wrote in her resignation letter —

What rules that remain at The Times are applied with 
extreme selectivity. If a person’s ideology is in keeping 
with the new orthodoxy, they and their work remain 
unscrutinized. Everyone else lives in fear of the digital 
thunderdome. Online venom is excused so long as it is 
directed at the proper targets. 

As places like The Times and other once-great 
journalistic institutions betray their standards and lose 
sight of their principles, Americans still hunger for 

https://www.bariweiss.com/resignation-letter


People and the Press Friends or Foe?  of 8 18

news that is accurate, opinions that are vital, and 
debate that is sincere. I hear from these people every 
day. “An independent press is not a liberal ideal or a 
progressive ideal or a democratic ideal. It’s an 
American ideal,” you said a few years ago. I couldn’t 
agree more. America is a great country that deserves 
a great newspaper. 

Weiss certainly had the credentials to be a great journalist. 
She graduated from Columbia University and won the Reason 
Foundation’s 2018 Bastiat Prize. She was an oped editor and 
associate book review editor at the Wall Street Journal before 
joining The New York Times in 2017 as a staff writer and 
editor for the Opinion section.

Weiss also included an interesting quote from Adolph Ochs, 
former owner and publisher of The New York Times in the 
19th century —

to make of the columns of The New York Times a forum 
for the consideration of all questions of public 
importance, and to that end to invite intelligent 
discussion from all shades of opinion.
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Another journalist example is Ariana Pekary, a former 
producer for MSNBC. She resigned her job and wrote about it 
in a blog post. The insights to other journalists are invaluable 
—

Context and factual data are often considered too 
cumbersome for the audience. There may be some 
truth to that (our education system really should 
improve the critical thinking skills of Americans) – but 
another hard truth is that it is the job of journalists to 
teach and inform, which means they might need to 
figure out a better way to do that. They could 
contemplate more creative methods for captivating an 
audience. Just about anything would improve the 
current process, which can be pretty rudimentary 
(think basing today’s content on whatever rated well 
yesterday, or look to see what’s trending online today).

Occasionally, the producers will choose to do a topic or 
story without regard for how they think it will rate, but 
that is the exception, not the rule. Due to the simple 
structure of the industry – the desire to charge more 

https://www.arianapekary.net/post/personal-news-why-i-m-now-leaving-msnbc
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money for commercials, as well as the ratings bonuses 
that top-tier decision-makers earn – they always 
relapse into their old profitable programming habits.

I understand that the journalistic process is largely 
subjective and any group of individuals may justify a 
different set of priorities on any given day. Therefore, 
it’s particularly notable to me, for one, that nearly every 
rundown at the network basically is the same, hour 
after hour. And two, they use this subjective nature of 
the news to justify economically beneficial decisions. 
I’ve even heard producers deny their role as 
journalists. A very capable senior producer once said: 
“Our viewers don’t really consider us the news. They 
come to us for comfort.”

Comfort? Really? Is that why journalists exist? To bring 
comfort to viewers, listeners, readers? I don’t think so. That is 
not now, nor has ever been, the purpose of the free press in 
this country or any country for that matter. Journalism exists 
for the purpose of gathering, confirming, and reporting the 
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truth. The truth is not always comforting, but it is always vital 
to a free society.
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News vs Opinion 

It’s also helpful to know when you’re watching or reading 
“news,” and when you’re watching or reading “opinion.” 
There’s a big difference. News is objective truth about what’s 
going on in the world. Opinion is what someone thinks about 
what’s going on in the world. They should be carefully 
separated and marked as such so news consumers know 
what they’re consuming.

Unfortunately, hidden opinion has crept its way into news 
coverage through the years. In the days of three television 
news networks, several radio networks, and morning and 
afternoon editions of newspapers, news consumers usually 
knew when something was news, opinion, or editorial. 
However, the advent of cable in the 1980s, the Internet in the 
90's, and social media in the 2000’s have changed the 
landscape. It’s become so bad that a Columbia Journalism 
Tow Center research report from this past December (2021) 
revealed that 80% of respondents said journalists should 
“separate fact from opinion when reporting the news.”

https://www.cjr.org/tow_center_reports/social-media-newsroom-policies-responses.php
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Here’s another unfortunate finding from the research —

What’s more, audiences held generally low expectations 
about whether other basic tenets of objectivity were 
typically upheld. Eighty-six percent of Republicans and 
72 percent of Democrats thought journalists 
sometimes or very often allowed their “personal 
opinions to influence their reporting.” Similar 
percentages said the same about how often journalists 
“try to manipulate the public” (81 percent of 
Republicans and 67 percent of Democrats) or “get 
paid by their sources” (78 percent of Republicans and 
63 percent of Democrats). Given this already wide gulf 
between the public and the press, transparency 
around journalists’ subjective viewpoints may not be 
widely embraced.  

Something that many news consumers do not know, but most 
journalists do know, is that the personal opinions of journalists 
impact the way the stories they cover and the way they cover 
them. Some journalists decide how to approach a story based 
on personal bias (opinion). Some news managers decide 

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/journalists-and-objectivity?s=w
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which stories to assign their journalists, in addition to how 
they expect their journalists to approach and report on the 
stories, based on personal bias (opinion). Neither is a good 
way to do real journalism. Truth is objectively true — meaning 
that is not “your truth” or “my truth.” Truth is what is true in 
reality.

https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/real-journalism?s=w
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More Bad News 

The news about the public’s trust of the press (journalism) is 
not good. It hasn’t been good for several years, but it’s getting 
worse.

Take a look at some of the findings from a Gallup and Knight 
Foundation Trust, Media and Democracy report from two 
years ago —

There is a widening gulf between American aspirations 
for and assessments of the news media. With each 
passing benchmark study, the American people render 
deeper and increasingly polarized judgments about the 
news media and how well it is fulfilling its role in our 
democracy.

Gallup and Knight polled more than 20,000 U.S. adults 
and found continued pessimism and further partisan 
entrenchment about how the news media delivers on 
its democratic mandate for factual, trustworthy 
information. Many Americans feel the media’s critical 
roles of informing and holding those in power 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/195542/americans-trust-mass-media-sinks-new-low.aspx
https://knightfoundation.org/reports/american-views-2020-trust-media-and-democracy/
https://knightfoundation.org/reports/american-views-2020-trust-media-and-democracy/
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accountable are compromised by increasing bias. As 
such, Americans have not only lost confidence in the 
ideal of an objective media, they believe news 
organizations actively support the partisan divide. At 
the same time, Americans have not lost sight of the 
value of news — strong majorities uphold the ideal that 
the news media is fundamental to a healthy 
democracy.

Gallup has been documenting the erosion of trust in the news 
media for a long time. Going back just 20 years, the 
percentage of Americans who said they had a great deal or a 
fair amount of trust in the media fell from 54% to 32%. That 
was between 2003 and 2016. The trust numbers recovered a 
little after that, but have fallen again. This is true of 
Independents, Democrats, and Republicans.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/355526/americans-trust-media-dips-second-lowest-record.aspx
https://markmcgee4.substack.com/p/truth-be-told-part-one?s=w
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Can We Change? 

Good question. I think polls and surveys have shown that 
news consumers can change what they think about journalists 
when they believe the journalists are reporting truth instead of 
opinion. The bigger question may be whether journalists can 
change. Can producers and editors change? Can managers 
change? Can publishers and media owners change?

Change is possible in relationships. If we look at news 
consumers and members of the press as a relationship, 
things can possibly get better. Who should make the first 
move? The public or the press?
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