
 
Our Reckoning With Racism 

 

 

The brutal death of George Floyd in May of last year shocked the world and  

sparked long overdue conversations on race and racism across America. They 

happened in Congress and corporate boardrooms, on social media and in the 

streets. And they happened in our newsroom.  

 

Los Angeles Times journalists of color, long frustrated that the organization has 

never fully reflected our diverse region, formed caucuses for Black and Latino 

journalists. The caucuses pushed the paper for a strong commitment to improve 

coverage, hiring, pay and career development for journalists of color. They also 

asked for a public apology for the paper’s poor record on race, “not just for the 

Black journalists on staff, but for the communities that The Times has maligned 

over the years with tone-deaf coverage that has often inflamed racial tensions.” 

 

In response, our editorial board wrote an exhaustive overview of the paper’s 

failings. The longest-serving member of our editorial board goes back to 2001, but 

we chose to collectively accept responsibility for The Times’ institutional racism, a 

sad history began in 1881. We acknowledged the hurt and harm that The Times, as 

an institution, inflicted on communities of color. 

 

After a comprehensive review of our history, we concluded: “On behalf of this 

institution, we apologize for The Times’ history of racism. We owe it to our 

readers to do better, and we vow to do so. A region as diverse and complex and 

fascinating as Southern California deserves a newspaper that reflects its 

communities. Today, 38% of the journalists on our staff are people of color. We 

know that is not nearly good enough, in a county that is 48% Latino and in a state 

where Latinos are the largest ethnic group. We know that this acknowledgment 

must be accompanied by a real commitment to change, a humility of spirit and an 

openness of mind and heart.” That passage has been quoted numerous times now, 

by community members and by other journalists. 

 

We also asked several of The Times’ best reporters and writers, including Greg 

Braxton, Sandy Banks, Gustavo Arellano and Teresa Watanabe, to dig deeply into 

the paper’s archives – and their own memories – to fully examine our coverage of 

race and ethnicity. 

 

From the start, we knew the project would open us up to criticism. Stories 

involving race often draw fire from the far right, and in this case, we were likely 

also to be accused of excessive political correctness. Naysayers on the left seemed 

certain to question our motives and accuse us of window-dressing. In addition, for 

some of the reporters involved in the project, revisiting painful memories reopened 

old wounds. And they worried about the consequences of speaking out. 

 

The only way we could address these worries was by committing from the start to 

enter into the research without preconceived notions, to go where our reporting led 

us and to report honestly and fully what we found. We also realized that the project 

meant nothing without an accompanying commitment to do better going forward.  

 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/losangelescountycalifornia
https://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-census-latinos-20150708-story.html


The paper’s management and its owner were unanimous in making that 

commitment, and we are already moving forward. Managers have all gone through 

extensive anti-bias training and the rest of the newsroom is now doing so. We have 

revamped the recruiting and hiring process to build a more diverse newsroom. We 

have added a masthead-level position for an assistant managing editor for culture 

and talent. 

 

There were of course naysayers among our readers, but the flood of letters we 

received were overwhelmingly grateful. One letter was typical: “When I read the 

initial pieces, I almost gave up because there were so negative and divisive. But I 

kept on because I wanted to see why they were being published...,” wrote reader 

Katherine Pene, adding that she had been deeply moved by the personal stories she 

read. “Those journalists’ pieces have given me much better insight into how people 

think and feel.... Through their eyes and their stories, I can now see how much 

systemic racism has framed my views of society and our communities, and how it 

did so just by reading this newspaper over these many years.” 

 

It was a sobering comment on the paper’s impact over the years. But we couldn’t 

have hoped for a better reaction. 

 

Another goal of the project was to point the way forward for other news 

organizations to undertake similar examinations, something that is already 

happening. In December, the Kansas City Star apologized to its readers for its past 

coverage of race. Sewell Chan, our editorial page editor, wrote a piece for Nieman 

Reports offering a blueprint for other publications wanting to undertake such a 

project. The Columbia Journalism Review also covered this effort.  Publications 

from New Zealand to Miami have announced or published similar efforts. 

In the past, papers have apologized for lapses on specific stories and sometimes 

even for lapses on areas of coverage. The Lexington Herald Leader’s apology for 

its failings on civil rights coverage, for example, began with a “clarification”: “It 

has come to the editor’s attention that the Herald-Leader neglected to cover the 

civil rights movement. We regret the omission.” 

 

But as far as we know, our undertaking was the first to systematically examine a 

newspaper’s entire history of covering a subject as broad as race and ethnicity. 

 

https://www.kansascity.com/news/local/article247928045.html
https://niemanreports.org/articles/to-move-forward-on-racial-equity-newsrooms-need-to-reckon-with-their-pasts/
https://niemanreports.org/articles/to-move-forward-on-racial-equity-newsrooms-need-to-reckon-with-their-pasts/
https://www.cjr.org/special_report/apologies-news-racism-atonement.php?utm_source=CJR+Daily+News&utm_campaign=542487572b-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_11_11_06_33_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_9c93f57676-542487572b-174322541&mc_cid=542487572b&mc_eid=360b26de5c
https://www.stuff.co.nz/pou-tiaki/our-truth/300165985/our-truth-t-mtou-pono-stuffs-day-of-reckoning
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