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Utah Newspapers Take Different Approaches
To Coverage of First Amendment Controversy

By David W. Scott and Christopher S. McDonald

'espite standards of journal-
istic objectivity, some research sug-
gests that media are often critical of
religious organizations perceived as
overly theocratic or intrusive on First
Amendment rights.' Such a situation
arose in 2002 over a First Amendment
dispute involving the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS or
Mormon) and local political actors.
Recognizing that "political and social
hostility are rooted in different sys-
tems of moral understanding,"^ this
study compares how two competing
Salt Lake City newspapers—one
owned by the LDS Church (the Deseret
News),^ the other not (The Salt Lake
Tribune), covered a controversy aris-
ing after the church and city lost a First
Amendment battle with the ACLU.

Background

In 1998, the church purchased a
one-block section of the city's Main
Street and subsequently built an "eccle-
siastical park" there. The agreement
stipulated that the plaza would be des-
ignated as a public easement between
North and South Temple streets, but
allowed the church to regulate speech

and conduct that were inconsistent
with LDS practices.'*

Contending that the restrictions
violated First Amendment rights of
individuals using the easement, the
ACLU sued the city and church in
1999. Relying on property rights cases.
District Judge Ted Stewart (an LDS
member) ruled against the ACLU. On
Oct. 9, 2002, the 10th Circuit—noting
that the sidewalk easement was tanta-
mount to a public forum—reversed on
First Amendment grounds. The ensu-
ing political debates centered on a so-
lution that would satisfy both the
church and city officials.

Literature Review

This study is grounded in the lit-
erature on newspaper framing and
coverage of religion in particular. In
short, framing is "a central organizing
idea for making sense of relevant is-
sues and suggesting what is the is-
sue."' It is manifest when journalists
"select some aspects of a perceived
reality and make them more salient."*
Because journalists' frames can "de-
fine and construct" the issue, newspa-
per coverage may present a slanted
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perspective by directing readers to
consider certain facts and ignore oth-
ers.'' Such frames can shape social dis-
course, advance political agendas and
influence public perceptions about
political issues and events.^

What is salient in the coverage of
religion? Underwood noted that the
media are often hostile toward reli-
gious groups perceived as overly in-
fluential on politics.' Two studies, for
example, found that broadcast and
print news coverage of fundamental-
ists emphasized "conflict" and their
political activities, resulting in stories
that often portrayed them as "intoler-
ant and forceful in imposing their views
on others."'"

The LDS Churchhas received simi-
lar media criticism. One commentator
noted that the media often depict Mor-
mons as fiercely reactionary and
closed-minded." A recent study of
media coverage during the Winter
Olympic Games found that journalists
portrayed Mormons as "out of step"
with the rest of the country, while rep-
resenting non-Mormon Salt Lake City
Mayor Rocky Anderson as a progres-
sive liberal attempting to move Utah
into the mainstream.'^ More problem-
atic for the church's image are repeated
media references to its influence on
Utah lawmakers.

The Economist likened the LDS
church to an "800-pound gorilla" when
describing its political influence in
Utah.'^ Furthermore, former Salt Lake
Tribune editor James E. Shelledy called
Utah a "quasi theocracy" in which LDS
lawmakers typically follow the edicts
of the church.'*

Research Questions

The literature on framing of reli-
gious groups and Mormons suggests
that the LDS Church in Utah is particu-
larly vulnerable to secular media
frames critical of its role in politics.
Also problematic for the church are
criticisms the Tribune editor brought
to the discourse. The Utah controversy
is unique, however, because another
contributor to that discourse is the LDS-
owned Deseret News—a newspaper
emphasizing secular news, while also
targeting church members. This study
investigates how the two newspapers
portray religious and political actors
and the salient themes embedded in
their stories. The purpose of compar-
ing both newspapers is to gauge
whether the Tribune is more hostile
than is the Deseret News in its treat-
ment of the controversy. This investi-
gation is guided by the following ques-
tions:

RQl:
What elements of the controversy

are made salient by each newspaper?

RQ2:
How is the church's potential in-

fluence on politics articulated?

Method

The analysis covers stories from
October 10, 2002, through December
16,2002, beginning with the 10th Cir-
cuit decision and ending with the
mayor's proposed solution.'^ The au-
thors conducted a LexisNexis search,
using the terms, plaza, ACLU, lawsuit
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and speech, generating 74 stories (41-
Deseret News, 33-Tribune).^^ The re-
searchers examined the articles using
a close-text analysis as suggested by
Stuart Hall's introduction in Paper
Voices as a means of bringing to light
the dominant frames offered by both
newspapers."' This method moves be-
yond the traditional content-analysis
approach of counting words, empha-
sizing, instead, the patterns, themes,
and the taken-f or-granted or latent dis-
course embedded in the stories under
analysis.

Findings

The two newspapers offered di-
verse perspectives regarding the
source of the controversy and the
church's roll in the event, the Tribune
more often framed the divide as reli-
giously motivated, while emphasiz-
ing allegations of church politicking.
The Deseret News placed greater em-
phasis on the secular (political and
legal) disputations, offering a more
conciliatory tone in articles noting al-
legations of theocratic influence.

Emphasizing Conflict
Conflict—the dominant theme in

both newspapers—was made salient
by emphasis on three issues—one cen-
tering on the LDS Church vis-a-vis
outsiders, the second on disputes be-

tween the mayor and city officials and
the third on legal issues. (See Table 1)

Stories emphasizing religious con-
flict included at least one of the of the
four components.

• Protesters arrested on the plaza
and their responses to the 10th Circuit
decision

• Polls noting public opinion was
divided based on religious affiliation

• Leads or headings emphasizing
religious rancor

• Arguments of religious leaders/
groups opposing the LDS church

The political conflict frames focused
on differences between the mayor and
city officials. However, late in the cam-
paign, this conflict was sometimes
portrayed as religiously motivated.
Finally, stories emphasizing the legal
history shifted the focus away from
the religiosity of the players, instead
emphasizing poor legal decision-mak-
ing and case history prior to the 10th
Circuit ruling.

The two newspapers differed con-
siderably in those features made sa-
lient in explaining this conflict. (See
Table 1.) The Tribune stories repre-
sented 61 percent (n=28) of the 46 ref-
erences to religious disputations. Con-
versely, the Deseret News stressed secu-
lar political divisions nearly twice as
often as did the Tribune. The difference
between the two newspapers is most
apparent in their legal analysis. The

Table 1
Breakdown of Conflict Frames
Newspaper

Salt Lake Tribune
Deseret News
Total

Religious Conflict

28
18
46

Political Conflict Legal Conflict

12
23
35

1
20
21
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Deseret News framed the church's pre-
dicament as a result of poor legal deci-
sion-making (especially by the 10th
Circuit) on 20 occasions, specifically
citing the pro-LDS ruling 29 times. The
Tribune referred to pro-LDS decision
on only five occasions, giving weight
to the possibility that the current prob-
lem was the result of poor legal judg-
ment in one instance.

The Theocracy Issue
Another issue arising from the

political hostility over this case was
the question of the church's theocratic
influence. (See Table 2) This frame was
made relevant by language emphasiz-
ing the religious affiliation of lawmak-
ers, allegations by lawmakers of reli-
gious bias and criticism directed at an
LDS public relations campaign, alleg-
ing it would unduly influence Mor-
mon city officials.

While both newspapers acknowl-
edged the allegations of the church's
influence in Utah, the Tribune did so
twice as often as the Deseret News. A
more glaring distinction, however, was
in the number of citations of LDS city
officials rebutting claims of religious
bias. (See Table 2) The Deseret News
cited such rebuttals four times more
often than did its competitor (20 ver-
sus five citations). The close-text analy-
sis of both newspapers also indicated
that the Tribune occasionally reduced

Table 2
Theocracy Frame

Newspaper

Salt Lake Tribune
Deseret News

Church
Influence

16
8

Cites of LDS
City Official
Rebuttals

5
20

the credibility of these responses by
placing such rebuttals deep within the
stories and/or publishing leads, head-
lines and closing paragraphs that con-
tradicted them. Conversely, the Deseret
News was less likely to lead or close
with such accusations, often offering a
more conciliatory perspective regard-
ing the motivation of church leaders
and politicians.'*

Conclusion

While both newspapers addressed
three componants of the larger conflict
between church leaders, lawyers and
lawmakers, their incongruent treat-
ment of this subject suggests they were
appealing to a very different audience.
By highlighting rancor over religion in
69 percent of its conflict frames, the
Tribune contributed to the abundant
media discourse critical of politically
active religious groups, while depict-
ing the church as reactionary and
overly influential in Utah. Conversely,
the Deseret News' emphasis on secular
disputes (legal and political) accounted
for 70 percent of its supplementary
frames.

The Deseret News' emphasis on le-
gal issues might represent a process of
indirect defense of the church. Instead
of citing numerous church officials
defending the church's interests, this

strategy adds credulity
to the LDS position by
citing legal arguments
(i.e., the District Court
decision and amicus
briefs) supporting the
church's property rights
case. Whether or not in-
tended, this approach re-
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duces the plausibility of stories fram-
ing the church as hostile toward non-
Mormon speakers on the plaza, who
were, arguably, infringing on the
church's property rights, and those
frames critical of the church for inter-
jecting itself into the political process
(e.g., it had legal recourse).

By December, public opinion polls
indicated that Utah residents were
largely divided on religious grounds.
Did the two newspapers polarize their
readers? While this study notes the
divide between the papers, future re-
search is needed to determine the rela-
tionship between religious affiliation,
newspaper preference and attitudes
about the LDS Church and politics in
Utah.
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