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Ms. Palin on the Sept. 15 Us Weekly.
A cover about Barack Obama and his
wife, in contrast, had the headline
ÒWhy Barack Loves Her.Ó

Readers See Bias in Us WeeklyÕs Take on Sarah Palin
By STEPHANIE CLIFFORD
Published: September 7, 2008

One of the tricks of the magazine trade is attracting attention at the

supermarket checkout. For Us Weekly magazine, which featured a

cover story about Sarah Palin titled ÒBabies, Lies & Scandal,Ó it was

mission accomplished.

The celebrity magazine, which usually

focuses more on Britney and baby

bumps than elections, drew criticism

from readers for the cover. A record

number of commenters on the Us magazine Web site Ñ

more than 6,600, at last count Ñ weighed in, most

focusing on the magazineÕs perceived bias.

Many contrasted the cover of Ms. Palin with a June cover,

ÒWhy Barack Loves Her,Ó featuring Barack and Michelle

Obama. ÒBarack and Michelle in an embrace and a fluff

article on their marriage ... only to be followed by a picture

of our possible future VP with her newborn baby and an

insulting and untrue title to the magazine cover?Ó one

reader posted.

Other readers questioned why Us was covering politicians

in the first place, with comments like ÒStick to your mindless gossip and leave real

journalism to those that have the know-how.Ó

If the cover drew controversy, it also drew readers. On Thursday, the magazineÕs Web site

brought in more than 11 million page views, making it the third-highest day of traffic that

UsMagazine.com has ever had. (An August cover about the actress Jennifer Love Hewitt Õs

diet brought in the previous highs, on two consecutive days.) And though many of the

message-board readers had threatened to cancel their subscriptions, an Us Weekly

representative said that it had received about 1,000 cancellations and 1,000 new

subscriptions last week Ñ both figures higher than average, according to the

representative, but a draw, in political terms.

Janice Min, the editor of Us Weekly, argued that politicians were fair game.

ÒThis is an election where personality is getting sold, oftentimes far ahead of platform,

and that personal interest in the candidates has definitely crossed over into the

pop-culture arena,Ó Ms. Min said. ÒI think that after so many years where people decried

the interest in celebrity as a distraction from real issues, IÕve definitely noticed the worlds

converging.Ó

Ms. MinÕs magazine is hardly the only celebrity-focused magazine or television show to
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cover politicians. Ms. Palin is also on the cover of the current issue of People, while OK!

has produced two different covers for its current issue: one with Ms. Palin and the other

with the Obamas.

ÒI do worry that the level of discourse, when ultimately what weÕre focusing on is

particularly the family life of the candidates, and IÕm talking about both Barack Obama

and Sarah Palin; are we missing the fundamental question of whether these people are

actually qualified to be president and vice president of the United States,Ó said Jane

Kirtley, a professor of media ethics and law at the University of Minnesota .

Covering the personal lives of well-known figures is what Us Weekly does, Ms. Min said.

ÒEveryone who gets covered in the magazine, weÕre looking for the same element in the

story: itÕs romance, itÕs personal stories, it definitely can be scandal,Ó she said.

Edward Wasserman, Knight professor of journalism ethics at Washington and Lee

University, said that celebrity weekliesÕ focus on subjects like pregnancies and

relationships meant that politics was not likely to be a popular topic.

ÒTheyÕre not going to give the same kind of coverage to political figures who do not meet

the same kind of celebrity criteria of being telegenic,Ó Professor Wasserman said. And

even most of what good-looking politicians do is too boring to merit splashy coverage, he

said.

Some readers trying to find the article online may have been surprised by the political

coverage there. The magazine does not own the domain name USWeekly.com which is a

vehement anti-Obama site, featuring articles like ÒWeÕre Not Fooled Barack Ñ Nor Will

We Be.Ó

A representative from Us Weekly said that Wenner Media, which owns Us Weekly, had

approached USWeekly.com when the magazine went weekly in 2000. Wenner did not

succeed at buying the site then. The magazine has Òno real recourseÓ since the

USWeekly.com site seems to have been established before Us magazine changed its name

to Us Weekly, said Mark G. McCreary, a partner at the law firm Fox Rothschild.

It is unclear who owns USWeekly.com, but at least one person affiliated with the site had

his own opinion on media coverage of the campaigns. In response to an e-mail inquiry, a

response from someone using the name Richard Carroll Ñ who is listed as an author on

the site Ñ said he did not own it. ÒWe have nothing to discuss,Ó he wrote, Òother than for

me to point out to you as I have other reporters who have written: Why the media

blackout surrounding Barack Hussein Obama?Ó
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