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A Case of Kinsleyitis
Why Liberals Still hnT Compete With Conseraatiues in the TV Talk SInw War

By David Shenk

"You could writu pur damn /ingers off for 25
yars and newr haw the samc reach as tzlerision
Teleriion is just a monster."

-Jaat GerEpnd

T'S SUNDAY morning, the day of prayer,
and Sam Donaldson is making his usual sac-
rificial offering. He's letting George Will
tear liberalism to shreds on national televi-

The show is ABCs "This \{eek with David
Brinkley." The subject is violent crime. 'Let's all
agree it's intolerable," says Sam, the program's
liberal trustee. He turns to challenge his right-
wing adversary. l"lVhat's the }Till plan to solve
itj"

George is bemused. It's as if the wary-haired,
bow+ied king of TV punditry ,asn 7 just spent
several minutes articulating a rather comprehen-
sive and extremely conservative set of solutions
in a series of efficient, eloquent bursts. "I'm tell-
ing it," he replies, only too pleased to sketch it
out again for an audience of 4 million: "lVlore po-
licemen, lots of policemen, better prisons, less
lenient judges." Sam, meanwhile, has presented
his radical plan to eliminate crime this way:
t You say we hat)e to do something abwt erirrc.
Eoeryone uould aya. What do we do about it?
s But I thinh whcn we talh about cime, whether

lou'rc d rclorter or not, it seems to me ue he e to
suggest what ue do about it,

See PIJNDITS, C4 Col 4

Daid Slunh is a New York uiter.
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As a general rule, I don't like it when writers complain about the editing process in public. But the headline on this piece was a pretty brutal act on the part of my editor at the Post, and I still wince at it. I was truly conflicted about including Michael Kinsley in this piece at all, because he was such a hero of mine. His political and cultural writing was, and is, magnificent. I also admired him personally (though we never met).

When I started to put this piece together, Kinsley was an obvious example of someone who was spectacular in print but not so marvelous on TV. I wanted to explore why that was without being mean about it. In conversations with my editor, I made it clear how important it was to walk this fine line. (After all, that's how Kinsley himself would have approached it.) We edited the piece, and then they slapped this headline on it without warning me. When it came out, my heart sunk. I was very young and this piece was a big accomplishment. But it was also devastating to see something with my byline on it that took such a cheap shot at such a decent guy.

About six years later, Kinsley savaged me and my friend Andrew Shapiro for our "technorealism" manifesto (http://www.slate.com/id/2228/). If this was his revenge on me, it was sadly misplaced because the original villain in this story was actually the Post editor (who has gone on to a fairly spectacular career). 

But it probably wasn't revenge; Kinsley probably hadn't even remembered my name from 1993. In this case, the story gets very interesting indeed -- to me at least. Because at this point it is Kinsley himself who becomes the villain. In 1993, I (a no-name nobody) had truly fretted about hurting the feelings of a well-known, well-established pundit. Six years later, here's this media superstar gleefully stomping all over two young writers -- making fun of them not for their writing, but for how the New York Times chose to cover their writing. 

The whole thing is pretty sad to me. Mean people sometimes do very well for themselves.
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t lzt's all agrce itb intalerctle. Whst's tttc
Will flan tn sohte it?

By the time Brinkley steps in to go to a
commercial, George has made his case and
then some, whi.le Sam has made several
entertaining but irrelevant references to
block grant proposals, the "wrong" kind of
caring and Uzis.

Oh well. After more than a decade of this
pronounced imbalance, we on the left have
come to expect and lve with the frustration
of watching George and his compatriots
walk all over Sam and his. But this on-
screen shift to the right was supposed to be
a component of the Reagan Revolution.
With Clinton now at the hehn, isn't it fair to
expect some sort of pundit dividend? Hasn't
the moment arrived for "The Fallows
Group," "Hitchens & Company''and "This

\ryeek with Hen&ift Hertzberg?"
Dream on. The left is still losing televi-

sion for several very good reasons, and will
continue to do so until we seek help. Ilall4
ny name is Michael Kinslq. ln an imior
hnt lifural, and I'm just plain awful on tele-
dsion. kfore we make any real headway
into the American mainstream, we're going
to have to face down ouf own conceit and
truly embrace television the way conserva-
tives have for more tlnn a dozen years.

/fl ake Kinsley. ?lrrs is our white tele-
I vision knight? While columnist Kins-

I ley writes with unparalleled elo
quence and precision, righfly earning him
his reputation as the great fiberal mind oi
our time, talfting-head Kinsley unfortunate-
ly passesses TV shills a half-notch above
those of Mike Dukakis (who was a hair bet-
ter on television than Walter Mondale).
Even after four years on CNN's "Crossfire,"

Kinsley hasn't picked up the TV ropes as
his producers had hoped he would. He wins
his share of substantive points, yes, but his
civility, his affection for the finer points of
policy and his lawyerly interrogative style
are the antithesis of compelling television.

Kinsley: Here's thc prahlcru- How can you
uy otfur counbizs shouW t;fltcnerel, but
ue're not going ta do it? l4h1' shonld thel do
it i/ un're rct going ta da it? . . . You'rc u-
wntial$ saying, ue uill sul,lf mottet, ue
will sttpp$ advice, othcr countries uill sttf-
ply the combat tfmfs, and the quzstion be"

TV, while neoconservative presidential as-
pirant and former quarterback Jack Kemp
has taken to the idiot box with gusto? Is this
why kind, gentle Richard Gephardt is Iar
outclassed by Republican pugilist Newt Gin-
gncnt

"Its camivorously confrontational style
makes riveting viewing," London's Indepen-
dent recently wrote of the conservative-
stacked "Mclaughlin 

Group." Cons don't
have a corner on nastiness, of course, but
for whatever reason, they have on the
whole displayed a greater willingness to
draw rhetorical blood on TV.

If, from Dinesh D'Souza to Rush Lim-
baugh, emissaries from the right seem at
home under a 3-kilowatt Toto key light, it's
because most of them have been to TV
school.

"Conservatives really did study the me-
dium to figure out how to bust throu8h,".
says David Keene, president of the Amer-
ican Conservative Union. "They have col-
lectively been more slngle-minded about it."
A few years after Ronald Reagan capped a
4o-year career in front of the camera by
taking the presidential oath, the Heritage
Foundation became the fist think tank to
instaU its o\ryn TV studio. Even in the midst
of the bugeoning thinl<-tank class, where it
was said that "Ideas Move Nations," there
arose a Reagan corollary: "National TV
Moves Everything."

The Reagans made no secret of their af-
fection for George Will and several other
conservatives pundits, whose inside access
in turn made them invaluable on the pundit
circuit. While Reagan was in office, it
seemed at times that there was a virtual
partnership between the White House and
the right-wing pundit industry. So far, there
are no analogous overtures from "our"

White House. Clinton, famously unsympa-
thetic to the press, seems oblivious to the
opportunity he's passing up. In the TV age,
presidents install not just Cabinet secre-
taries and Supreme Court justices, but TV
pundits as well. Sidney Blumenthal, call
your office.

11 outhoaw oundits can also helo them-

\ selvis, ofcourse: they might ;tart by
\-/ closing the Slouch Gap, the Rumpled
Suit Gap and the Disheveled Hair Gap. Two
weeks ago, in a 'MacNeil/I-ehrer" piece on
Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Bruce Shapiro, from
the liberal Nation Institute, gave a sharp
and thoughtful critique of her judicial ca-
reer. Clearly, he'd taken a fine.tooth comb
over Ginsburg's record in preparation for
his interview with Charlayne Hunter-Gault.
Unfortunately, Shapiro had neglected to
drag ajomb over hi: hair f9t at least three
days. Even a s''rnpathetic viewer had a hard
time getting around his rainforest coif.

At lunch, it doesn't matter. On the street,
who cares? But in a tight shot under the
Iights, the slightest rumple proves a disa-
bling distraction. His quote about the power
of TV notwithstanding, Jack Germond's sig-
nature slouch on "l\4claughlin" is emblem-
atic of his unwillingness t<i adapt to TV and
embrace it as the political medium of our
tunes.

Mclaughlin: lYill the Unitcd Statzs go the
way of Bitain, Frunce and Germany most
/ecefltly ifl eracting new ltus to rxtrht our
:,mmigratiott !,ol,rt.' lle're -htre tLe'rc talh-



comcs, in ani arcurnst4ncz, wh, shotld oth-

er countries-do it if ue're nol Eoing to do it?

Not to mention his croaky voice, his per-

petually raised eyebrows and hi. s insincere

canera-DromDter naffatlons. lt s uncom-

fortable'to watch. By contrast, Pat Buchan-

an, his nightly opponent, is -someone who

understands that television doesn't reward

sraciousness or litigation. Buchanan is vis'

ieral. evocative, absolute. He plays to wn
the television moment, not the legal argu-

ment.

lvg Qoout purcy, ,roe ztr)ufLerr.Yttt. t .

Freddie.
Barnes: In lhe long fln, te-r
Mclauchlin: Whot do tou thinh?
Cltt; I thinh the laus are Eoing to be ub'

datzd, afld thcJ need to be.
Mclauchln: -/acl?
Germoid: Ihaw u idee, to tcll rou the

tluth
While his candor and reluctance to per-

form as a political circus animal are charm-

ing, this d.tached qualitv is also what keeps
Gdimond from reallv winrung many televi-

slon momenls.
That leaves it to Eleanor Clift, one of the

few resular pundits to aggressively defend
the basic tenets of liberalism, and do so with
oanache. ("1 don't understand why people

who want to express their religion have to
do it in a public setting. I think God hears

Drivate Drayers as well.") The problem is,

ihe's wiy outnumbered. Mark Shields is

also outstandins, but he's more a horse-
race analyst thin an advocate' Chris Mat-
thews holds his own. But none of these folks
has the power to set the topic ("lssue one:
The tax man cometh') or the power of the
last word ("The answer is: rnexpenence at

the White House').

Tl umples and quitrimpairment aside,

J( though, there rnay be other, less per-

I t ceptible forces behjnd lopsided TV.
"It mav be that liberals are not so doctri-
naire.;sussests 

"Nichtline' producer Rich-
ard Harriil 

"There'i so little flexibilitv in
the minds of some of these conservatrves
that they come on very strong."

groqressives want to have faith in the

unknown," offers Mark Sugg, director of
TV operations {or the (leftist) Center for
Defense Information,'lhereas conserva-
tives worry about the reality of things-
they're trying to conseruz.It's much easier
to defend the known than to make a case for
progress."- 

Others are convinced it's just a simple
rnatter of arithmetic. 

"The people who are
trotted out as liberals are not lib!rals," says
Micah Siiry, associate editor of the Nation,
referrinq to potitical balance'beam anists
like RoU Ca['s Mon Kondracke, News-
week's Evan Thomas, Chicago Tribune's
Clarence Pace and the Wall Street Journal's
Al Hunt and Ahn Murrav. Even Kinsley,
insists Sifry: ' 

'From the left, Mike Kins-
ley'-give me a break."

Given the chance, Sifry says, trve Pro'
sressives would not only even the score;
ihev'd shoot out ahead. "Any show that

IChristopherl Hitchens is a part of, he dom-
inates-and 

-that's 
whv he's not invited

back, In the '80s, he'd get invited on these

shows, and he'd keep winning the argu-
ments, and then people like Elliott Abrams
staned saying 'I'm not going on the show if

Hitchens is on.' And the programs backed
down."

It sounds plausible, until Sifry lets you in
on the other reason Hitchens isn't invited
back. "Producers will tell vou that Hitchens
is a bad boy, that he made fun of Charleton
Heston's toupee on the air. And he did. He
shows uD without a tie. Hitchens knows the
rules of TV, and he deliberately breaks
them."

My point exactly.

Buchanan: Looh, nobdY uonts to &e

, stamins childrcn, a*l actuall! I would haue't 
pone ainp uith a IJ'N i cnention in tlure

- 
"to 

tteto lhat" sto.ing children. But in
", 

Sulzi, thq'rt sttning at 10 timzs the ratz

! inn oi ii sonalit.. - - The Christia*s
'. 

oid the basans in the south ale being,nas-
j, saerett, ini un're not doing anything thete''t 
. Thn *1" ,e on we're in hmalia and nol in

, Libeia- or Zairc or Angola or Sudan is the

,'. fott ttut enrnqla ffeus went tlpre . ' ' and
',i 'ti 

nr*riea, trnfis lollottnd the camuas. I
ti 

nean, the Point 6, urrillc things 4/e ha|'

,) *niw a ner the wrA.',1 ' 
Knit"y'" predecessor on "Crossfire,"

" 
Tom Briden, was also remarkably un-

tilevision. Sois llnside Slashington' 
's Carl

r Rowan. So is most of Brookings. By con-

I trast. Fred Barnes, Kinsley's conservative
I New Reoublic comrade who has become a

I "McLauitrtln Group" regular, is contident,

I crisp, pEin-spoken. Mclaugirtin himself, an

I old 
'Niionite-cum-Reaganite, 

has the loud-
- 

est roar but also a self-effacing charm. Rob-

I ert Novak is utterly channless but is effec-

I tive nonetheless with his uffelentlng I'

I ion't-neert'to't*'lihd alproach. Scores of

Z other conservatives, from U.S. News &

I World Reoort's 
' Mort Zuckerman to

I Nixon's Kidsinger, have also made seamless

I transitionb to TV PunditrY.
I Oh sure. vou'd much rather be stuck in' ' 

an elevator with Kinsley or Jack Germond

or Richard Cohen. But as Ted Koppel ex-

olained in an interview several years ago'

i*a TV it not about being nice. Why is

koooel a TV star? Because, he's able to

lociie what he calls 
"points of lulnerabilit/

in order to "[get] you off balance. That's
when I'd moie iir," Koppel told the New

York Times Magazine. 
"That's when I'd hit

vou with two or three hard ones." ("So

ihat's what it's like to be a guest on 'Night'

line.' 
" observed the writer, Marshall

Blonsky. 
"It is a brealrthrough, not of com-

munication, but of aggressionl
Aggression, not-iommunistion: Does

I this 
-h;lp 

ex"lain why neoliberal presidential
I aspirani Gab'Hart,l self-professed 

'man of

r new ideas," was never Yery conl'rncng on

8Y ROS SIi!PPERSON fOF TN' WA5HI ETON POST


