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Praise for THE DEATH AND LIFE OF AMERICAN JOURNALISM

Winner of the Newspaper Guild Herbert Block Freedom Award 
for Outstanding Contribution to Freedom of the Press 
A Kansas City Star Book of the Year 
A Booklist Editor’s Choice of the Year 
A Progressive Book of the Year 
A Choice Outstanding Academic Title of 2010 
One of the 10 Most Important Info-Tech Policy Books of 2010 according to 
Technology Liberation Front Blog

 

“The authors argue passionately for radical solutions but also offer an exhilarating vision for the direction of American journalism.”

—Booklist starred review

 

“In The Death and Life of American Journalism, longtime practitioners Robert McChesney and John Nichols present a sober but ultimately hopeful analysis. Their solution—government subsidies of newspapers to save “a public good”—will make some journalists queasy, but extraordinary measures may be needed. It is hardly the only recent book on this urgent subject, but it is one I recommend. After all, when summer’s idyll is passed, we will again need the timely, independent reporting that newspapers still provide.”

—Renée Loth, Boston Globe

 

“This well-written and thought-provoking book is sure to spark heated debate within the journalism community.”

—Library Journal

 

“In this powerful book on the shrinking American media, the authors accurately explain its current crisis.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“After reading descriptions of the crisis that seem repetitive, an intelligent discussion about solutions seems in order. McChesney and Nichols deliver.”

—Minneapolis Star-Tribune

 

“[McChesney and Nichols] provide a compelling blueprint for rejuvenating meaningful journalism in the US.”

—Choice

 

“A provocative plan for rescuing—and revitalizing—newspapers.”

—Kansas City Star

 

“No one serious denies the extraordinary threat that journalism in America faces today. Nor can anyone serious ignore this extraordinary account of its source and solution. In this beautifully crafted and compelling book, McChesney and Nichols show us that the problem is not just the Internet. Nor is the solution just the Internet. Instead, the real answer to challenges that media face today is the same solution our Framers chose: public support for public media.”

—Lawrence Lessig, Harvard Law School

 

“The field of journalism is in such profound crisis that it cannot even summon the energy to make a case for its own existence. Nichols and McChesney make that case with great persuasiveness and clarity; indeed no two people are more dedicated to the transformative, democratizing power of journalism not as it is, but as it should be.”

—Naomi Klein

 

“This is an important book. It offers many new sunbursts of thought—some controversial but all adding to the dialogue about America and its free press crisis.”

—Dan Rather

 

“McChesney and Nichols convincingly argue that responsible and responsive democracies require treating journalism as a public good to be subsidized, that the founders of the American experiment understood this, and that current crisis brought on by reducing journalism to a corporate commodity is also an opportunity to not only return to our roots, but to finally get it right.”

—Michael X. Delli Carpini, Dean, The Annenberg School for Communication, University of Pennsylvania

 

“McChesney and Nichols are prophets of a free press for the digital age. Their book is the best depiction yet of the rapid disintegration of America’s old system of news. But this is a story of hope, not doom-and-gloom. The authors provide audacious yet wellcrafted solutions for how government tax and Internet policies can be used to bring about a new era of public service journalism, thus helping to save our democracy.”

—Juan Gonzalez, columnist for the New York Daily News, and co-host of Pacifica’s Democracy Now!

 

“In this landmark history/diagnosis of our current journalistic crisis, McChesney and Nichols raise exactly the right questions, and offer us a range of sound solutions that are not just convincing but invigorating. With impressive erudition and rare analytical sophistication, the authors make clear that what Americans and journalism now require is nothing short of revolution, squarely based on the ideals of Jefferson and Madison and Paine, and yet adapted to an age of widespread digital empowerment.”

—Mark Crispin Miller, New York University

 

“The stakes are huge, the time is now, read this book!”

—Phil Donahue

 

“If you are concerned about the future of journalism in America (and you should be), then this book will help you understand where we are, how we got here, and what we need to do to help the handmaiden of a democratic republic regain her strength before she collapses and dies.”

—Roanoke Times

 

“McChesney and Nichols make a case for media democracy—a case based on real political experience and plenty of knowledge—that no one else is likely to make as well. The Death and Life of American Journalism should set off alarm bells and also inspire a new generation of activism.”

—Tikkun
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In April 2010, three months after the hardcover edition of this book was published, one of the most thoughtful and well-regarded figures in American journalism, Karen Dunlap, the president of the Poynter Institute, testified before a Federal Communications Commission panel on the state of American journalism. She pointed to a fresh analysis of the media business by a Poynter scholar “who calculated that the newspaper industry has lost $1.6 billion in reporting and editing capacity since 2000 or about 30 percent over that period. This comes from the sector that produces the vast majority of original reporting in local, national and international news. Even the many news start-ups replace only a small fraction of editorial capacity, and they, too, must find long-term sustainability.” Then Dunlap repeated the conclusion of a just-finished Project for Excellence in Journalism report: “Unless some system of financing the production of content is developed, it is difficult to see how reportorial journalism will not continue to shrink, regardless of the potential tools offered by technology.”1

For writers and activists who spend long periods trying to sound the alarm about a crisis, there come rare moments when their complaints are echoed in the corridors of power, when voices in the wilderness are suddenly integrated into the national discourse. In the spring and summer of 2010, as we toured the country and provided our own testimony to members of the FCC, the Federal Trade Commission and the U.S. House and Senate, we experienced such a moment. But we are not so naïve as to believe that recognition equals transformation. And if there is a core message of this paperback edition of this book, it is that the circumstance of journalism in the United States continues to degenerate  and that the degeneration threatens not just our ability as a nation to communicate fully and functionally but also democracy itself.

The fact that concerns we have raised for many years, which are outlined in this book, are now shared by those who once dismissed them encourages us.

But we are more determined than ever to move from recognition to action.

The crisis we describe in this book swept in with the force of a tsunami in the last years of George W. Bush’s presidency, and it continues, unabated, deep into Barack Obama’s presidency. Hundreds of weekly and daily newspapers went out of business between 2007 and 2011. According to one industry survey, 300 newspapers folded in 2009 as we were writing the hardcover edition of this book, and another 150 went under in 2010.2 Broadcast news scaled back operations. The number of working journalists plummeted. Foreign news bureaus shuttered at the most rapid rate in history. Washington D.C. bureaus shut down and downsized just as rapidly, leaving vast sectors of the federal government uncovered. Statehouse bureaus went dark. Much of American public life—the legislative committees, courts, agencies, schools boards, local commissions that a free press must cover effectively for our governing system to work—went uncovered or was noted only so superficially as to serve the vested interests of political and economic power. For years media critics like ourselves have deplored the woeful quality of American journalism; now, not only is the quality of the news suffering, but the quantity of the news—indeed, the very existence of journalism as a field with paid practitioners, editors, fact-checkers, competing newsrooms and public accountability—is also in jeopardy.

Journalism cannot lose 30 percent of its reporting and editing capacity and continue to provide the information needed to maintain a realistic democratic discourse, open government and the outlines of civil society at the federal, state and local levels.

And, nothing, absolutely nothing, that has occurred in the period since we finished the hardcover edition of this book leads us to believe the circumstance is improving—in fact, quite the opposite.

The United States is not experiencing a brief recession for journalism, as the silliest commentators continue to suggest; newsrooms will not be repopulated, let alone restored to their previous vigor, with an economic recovery. Instead, it is an existential crisis, one decades in the making, and as we argue herein, it goes directly to the issue of whether this nation can remain a democratic state with the liberties and freedoms many take for granted. This is not a crisis in which we are predicting almost unimaginable dire consequences a generation down the road unless the United States shifts course. The crisis is right here, right now, and unless there is forceful policy intervention, an unacceptable circumstance will grow dramatically worse.

How much worse? A study that encapsulated the crisis was released literally days after the hardcover edition of this book. The report by the Pew Center for the People and the Press examined in exhaustive detail the “media ecology” of the city of Baltimore for one week in 2009.3 The object was to determine how, in this changing media moment, “original” news stories were being generated and by whom. They tracked old media and new, newspapers, radio, television, Web sites, blogs, even Twitter “tweets” from the police department. What did they find? The first conclusion from the researchers was an unsettling one: Despite the seeming proliferation of media, the researchers observed that “much of the ‘news’ people receive contains no original reporting. Fully eight out of ten stories studied simply repeated or repackaged previously published information.” And where did the “original” reporting come from? Old media, particularly The Baltimore Sun newspaper, still generated around 95 percent of original news stories. In other words, a great many of the much-heralded online sites—even some that proudly labeled themselves as “news” operations—simply disseminated what traditional old media produced.

But don’t imagine that the dinosaurs are marching around in all their former glory. The Sun’s production of original news stories was itself down more than 30 percent from 10 years ago and down a whopping 73 percent from 20 years ago.

And don’t imagine that Baltimore is distinct. Indeed, note that 30 percent figure. It is precisely the same one that the Pew Project for Excellence  in Journalism settled on in its assessment of the loss of reporting and editing capacity at American newspapers since 2000.4 Our own research for this book and related projects on the future of journalism demonstrates that what has happened in Baltimore is happening in every corner of the country. In city after city we visited in 2010 and 2011, from Portland, Seattle, Denver and San Francisco to Philadelphia, Boston, the Twin Cities and Milwaukee, the number of paid journalists is down dramatically from where it was one or two decades ago. And the trends for television and radio are no better than they are for newspapers. The bottom line is this: Old media outlets are downsizing and abandoning journalism and new media are not even beginning to fill the void.

For an example of what this means tangibly, consider this: Reporters instigated to a significant extent the spectacular corruption scandals over the past decade that brought down Jack Abramoff, Tom DeLay and Randall “Duke” Cunningham, among others, and these reporters were subsequently “downsized” and/or their positions no longer exist. The United States is losing its most experienced and engaged investigative reporters—even Pulitzer Prize winners are getting layoff notices. This pattern is great news for the next generation of Abramoffs, DeLays and Cunninghams, as corrupt public officials’ transgressions will be less and less likely to be reported, and when the reporting stops, so too in all likelihood will the prosecutions. The implications for our governing system are self-evident and shocking.

But that’s not the scariest part of Pew’s Baltimore study. Of the “original” stories Pew identified, whether old media or new generated them, only 14 percent were developed by journalists defining an issue and pursuing it. A staggering 86 percent of the stories originated with official sources and press releases pushing stories to the news media, saying, hey, this is the news you should be covering. In other words, those with power are getting the stories told that they want to have told.

This is not the way it used to be. Official sources and public relations have been big players in news for a long time, and the best reporters always struggled so that they would not be taken at face value. But the old ratio of stories generated by PR and official sources versus stories created by journalists used to be closer to 40-60 or 50-50, not 86-14. As the Pew  study concludes: “the official version of events is becoming more important. We found official press releases often appear word for word in first accounts of events, though often not noted as such.”

As journalism declines, there will still be plenty of “news,” but it will be increasingly unfiltered PR. The hallmark of great PR is that the public does not recognize it as manipulation of the facts; it is surreptitious. To develop this point, although people can debate intelligently the 10 greatest advertising campaigns of all time, it is impossible to do so for public relations. If people understand a PR campaign exists, by definition it has failed. We are supposed to think it is genuine news. And there are a lot more corporations spending a lot more money to make sure we never do see through the spin. In 1960 there was less than one PR agent for every working journalist, a ratio of 0.75-to-1. By 1990 the ratio was just over 2-to-1. In 2011 the ratio stands at four PR people for every working journalist. At the current rates of change the ratio may well be 6-to-1 within a few years.5 Thus, there are far fewer reporters to interrogate the spin and the press releases, so the likelihood that these press releases get presented as legitimate “news” has become much greater.

In 2010 Wendell Potter published Deadly Spin, his memoir of his career in public relations, during much of which he worked with the health insurance industry to undermine any efforts at health care reform. Potter may be the first—and we hope not the last—high-level PR executive to leave the field and expose its seamy underside. What is striking about Potter’s account—even to these experienced eyes—is how effective corporate PR is at dominating the news concerning the relevant industries, all the way from energy and banking and agri-business to telecommunications and health insurance and pharmaceuticals. There’s a reason why phrases like “death panels” and “government takeover of health care” got more traction in 2009 and 2010 than phrases like “insurance-industry profiteering” and “Medicare for All.” As Potter notes, with the decline of journalism, the ease with which PR operatives get their messages out increases exponentially. That means that on issue after issue, the special interests have a decided advantage over the public.6

Consider the economic crisis that hit the fan in 2008 and shows too many signs of continuing not just for a few years but for a generation.  The economic perspective of corporations and investors, rather than that of workers and consumers, has defined much of the news media (and business news media) coverage of the crisis. The brief moment at which politicians and journalists seriously considered defects in the financial system and the overall economy quickly passed. The same bankers that directed the economy over a cliff—and the politicians and “experts” who lucratively rewrote the rules of the game to allow unprecedented chicanery and fraud—have been rehabilitated and have resumed their positions of power and influence.7 Wall Street bonuses soared toward record levels in 2010 and 2011. The expert economists who presciently warned that the deregulation of the financial sector and the dangerous growth of economic inequality portended disaster have been returned to their Siberian outposts. Signs point to a permanent unemployment rate—even during “boom times” for corporate profits—at levels not seen regularly since the 1930s. The downward pressure on wages and living standards is enormous. The immense social cost, the staggering damage done to American workers and families and the entire generation of people entering the workforce, barely registers as news, but let one major bank or billionaire investor fear that the rate of inflation might approach 3 or 4 percent annually, and a portion of the business news media begins to hyperventilate.8

In contemporary America, getting economic issues right is a guarantee of obscurity, as major media outlets keep serving up the usual suspects. And the tragedy of this moment is that a little attention to someone whose views do not directly parallel those of the Wall Street speculators can go a long way. Consider the case of Elizabeth Warren, the Harvard professor whose comments regarding the mortgage crisis, credit card debt and the collapse of the middle class on the old PBS program Bill Moyers’ Journal gave her a platform and a national following. She was so well regarded that the Obama administration charged her with the responsibility for setting up the new Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. Moyers is no longer on the air and Warren’s platforms for serious interviews were therefore appreciably fewer in 2011 when, not coincidentally, the banking and financial services industries began attacking her. If the United States had financial journalism that actually examined and interrogated banking  power, Elizabeth Warren would be on solid ground and Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner would be looking for a job. As it is, Geithner’s background as a Wall Street insider earns him far more generous coverage in major media than does Warren’s background as someone who has stood up to Wall Street and who, invariably, been proven correct for having done so.9

That calculus is as damaging as it is ridiculous.

This is not how a free press is supposed to work in democratic theory. The job of a free press is to provide citizens with the information they need to understand and address problems, not to construct false and frequently dysfunctional choices.

Because we’re on the subject of false choices, let’s consider American elections, the sine qua non of American constitutional democracy. News media are absolutely central to maintaining meaningful and competitive electoral processes in which citizens can accurately assess candidates. The heavily subsidized American press system of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries emerged first and foremost as a means for political parties and factions to organize citizens and draw them into public life. Without romanticizing election coverage of a generation or two ago, it is fair to say that the American people made a smart call when they lost faith in political journalism as the twentieth century gave way to the twenty-first. Many elections are barely covered at all, and when there is coverage, it is so superficial as to be of little value. In Illinois in 2010, for example, so little attention was paid to the Democratic primary for the state’s No. 2 job, lieutenant governor, that a pawnbroker who spent heavily on TV ads was nominated. The ads failed to mention that he had been arrested in 2005 for domestic abuse or that he had failed to pay back taxes and child support. When those details were revealed, a scandal developed that would ultimately force Scott Lee Cohen from the ticket. So why didn’t voters know about Mr. Cohen’s, er, problems, before the election? As Mark Brown of The Chicago Sun-Times explained it: “We in the news media failed the voters by missing the story.” But the story wasn’t really “missed.” Like so many political stories these days, it was left uncovered by mainstream media outlets that no longer hire enough reporters to cover all the races, leaving most voters in the dark most of the time.10

In the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s decision in the case of Citizens United v. FEC, which allowed corporations to spent limitless amounts to buy election results, money has flooded the political process at such a rate that few eyes blink when it is suggested that as much as $10 billion will be spent on the 2012 federal elections or that a substantial portion of that amount will come from secretive donations from multinational corporations. That is twice the total amount spent in 2008 and four times the price tag for the 2000 election. Most of the money will pay for TV political ads, which tend to be of dubious value. At the same time, the media corporations that will rake in this booty have largely discontinued campaign coverage by their news divisions and have stopped broadcasting most candidate debates during primetime, with the exception of the presidential debates that party managers organize as little more than joint press conferences.11

So the same industries that pay PR firms to spin the news media now bankroll political campaigns and delight in the fact that there is precious little independent journalism left to examine their business or political machinations. The “bottom line,” pun intended, is that news is fast becoming propaganda.12

But, wait, isn’t the Internet going to sort this mess out?

In this book we spend considerable time assessing the Internet, considering both its role in precipitating the present crisis and the hope that it provides as a basis for a rejuvenated commercial journalism online. In particular, we assess the claims of those who hail the web as new, innovative source for news, such as Jeff Jarvis, who asserts that “Thanks to the web . . . journalism will not only survive but prosper and grow far beyond its present limitations.”13 To the view of observers like Jarvis, all Americans must do is let the Internet work its magic in combination with the market, and the country’s problems will be solved.

Regrettably, we have found no more evidence to support that wishful thinking over the past 18 months than when we completed the first edition of this book. Let us speak plainly: No one has developed models for making web journalism profitable at anywhere near the level necessary for a credible popular news media.

Great journalism, as Ben Bagdikian put it, requires great institutions. Like any complex undertaking, a division of labor is required to achieve success: Copy editors, fact checkers and proofreaders are needed in addition to reporters and assigning editors. Great journalism also requires institutional muscle to stand up to governments and corporate power. It requires competition, so if one newsroom misses a story, someone else will expose it. It requires people covering stories they would not cover if they were doing journalism on a voluntary basis.

This point deserves additional comment. Invariably, during our travels now individuals approach us, presenting their own or someone else’s new plan for online journalism that will, in their view, solve many of the problems we outline. Sometimes these have been ambitious national and international projects. Some have been more focused ventures providing advertising-supported “hyper-local” journalism online. All of them, at the start-up stage and into the visible future, tend to rely on volunteer labor or extremely underpaid and exploited labor. Americans would never turn their national defense or education system or medical care or airplane piloting over to self-appointed volunteers. Why should anyone think this approach could plausibly succeed with journalism?

One exchange in particular captured the absurdity of the situation. When we visited a prominent Midwest university, one of the journalism professors disputed our claim that the Internet was not providing a sufficient basis for a new era of journalism. He told us how he and several friends who had been laid off by the local daily newspaper had begun a Web site on which they covered movies, music, restaurants and the art scene in their city. He claimed the coverage was superior to what the “old media” produced, even at its peak. It was largely a volunteer operation, with revenues from donations and a few ads. We asked this professor how good a job his Web site did covering the county board meetings, when every now and then crucial zoning issues were decided, increasingly with no press attention. “The county board?” he replied. “We don’t cover stuff like that. You’d have to pay me.”

Precisely.

Not much of that is happening online. Today we have a few thousand paid online news workers, interpreted liberally to include many aggregators who do little or no news gathering or reporting or even writing. More often than not, some old medium that provides the bank supports the best-known bloggers and online journalists. (John Nichols blogs voluminously, but his digital contributions would diminish sharply were he not on the payroll of The Nation.) When these old media go down, the number of paid digital journalists is likely to shrink, not grow.

To the extent that the corporate news media giants are locating a profitable niche online, it increasingly looks like it may be as a commercial “app” in the rapidly emerging wireless market. Rupert Murdoch announced his iPad-only newspaper, The Daily, in 2011, and the New York Times announced its long-anticipated plan for an online payment system in March 2011.14 But there is no reason to believe these developments will ever come close to providing the resources for a full-throttle popular journalism or that this commercial product will avoid the limitations of commercial professional journalism as it has devolved over the past few decades. Instead, they will likely accentuate them. An internal memo on journalism from AOL CEO Tim Armstrong captured the commercial logic: He ordered the company’s editors to evaluate all future stories on the basis of “traffic potential, revenue potential, edit quality and turnaround time.” All stories, it stressed, are to be evaluated according to their “profitability consideration.”15

What happens when a story—like that of a distant war or the privatization of a local water utility—fails to achieve proper “traffic potential, revenue potential”? Does it disappear off radar? And with it the prospect that citizens will know what is being done in their name but without their informed consent? That might be an acceptable Brave New World for the CEOs, but it’s a loser for a democratic society.

At the heart of too many of the emerging corporate online journalism undertakings is an understanding that the wages paid to journalists can be slashed dramatically while at the same time their workloads are increased to levels not seen for generations, if ever. Armstrong’s memo states that all of AOL’s journalistic employees will be required to produce “five to 10 stories per day.” Tim Rutten of The Los Angeles Times captured  this in his assessment of AOL’s 2011 purchase of The Huffington Post: “To grasp the Huffington Post’s business model, picture a galley rowed by slaves and commanded by pirates.” In the “new-media landscape,” he wrote, “it’s already clear that the merger will push more journalists more deeply into the tragically expanding low-wage sector of our increasingly brutal economy.” With massive unemployment and dismal prospects, the extreme downward pressure on wages and working conditions for journalists is the two-ton elephant that just climbed into democracy’s bed. “In the new media,” Rutten concludes, “many of the worst abuses of the old economy’s industrial capitalism—the sweatshop, the speedup and piecework; huge profits for the owners; desperation, drudgery and exploitation for the workers. No child labor, yet, but if there were more page views in it. . . .”16

As one 2011 media industry assessment of the future of journalism put it, the future of news media will be to move the corporate “brands” to the digital realm, although “the future is still a little murky as to how these brands will turn a profit in terms of online advertising, paywalls and computer tablet apps.” The report says this is “good news for public relations professionals who are trying to pitch stories” because “these sites will be looking for more content to fill their pages.” The report concludes: “As a direct result of changing media platforms, PR pros are now a part of the media in a way they have never been before.”17 Increasingly, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that what makes the most sense for the profitability of news media firms is entirely inadequate, even dangerous, for the requirements of a free and self-governing people.18

Okay, things are not looking so great for working journalists, but what about the blogosphere and the newfound ability of people—rechristened “citizen journalists”—to go online, launch new Web sites, do their own thing, tell it like it is, and have the same caliber of Internet access to the world’s attention as the mightiest media conglomerate? Won’t that combine with the commercial journalism online to solve the journalism problem in the digital world? We devote considerable time herein assessing that claim and looking at the record. However, the evidence is thin, at best. Here Matthew Hindman’s extraordinary The Myth of Digital Democracy offers confirmation of our worst fears and a valuable new resource.

Although there are an infinite number of Web sites, human beings are only capable of meaningfully visiting a small number of them on a regular basis. The Google search mechanism strongly encourages implicit censorship, in that sites that do not end up on the first or second page of a search effectively do not exist. As Michael Wolff puts it in Wired: “the top 10 Web sites accounted for 31 percent of US pageviews in 2001, 40 percent in 2006, and about 75 percent in 2010.” “Big sucks the traffic out of small,” Wolff quotes Russian Internet investor Yuri Milner. “In theory you can have a few very successful individuals controlling hundreds of millions of people. You can become big fast.” And once you get big, you stay big.19

In this regard Hindman’s research on journalism, news media, and political Web sites is striking. What has emerged is “power law” distribution in which a small number of political or news media Web sites get the vast majority of traffic.20 The traditional giants with name recognition and resources dominated them. There is a “long tail” of gazillions of Web sites that exist but get little or no traffic, and few people have any idea that they exist. There is also no “middle class” of robust, moderately sized Web sites; that aspect of the news media system has been wiped out online. It leads Hindman to conclude that the online news media are more concentrated than the old media world. This is true too of the vaunted blogosphere, which has effectively ossified. Its traffic is highly concentrated in a handful of sites that people with elite pedigrees operate.21

Don’t get us wrong, here. Free speech is alive and well on the web, at least for the time being. But as Hindman has put it, we should not confuse the right to speak with the ability to be heard. We appreciate the long tail of obscure blogs, Web sites and Facebook pages as much as anyone, and we spend an inordinate amount of time on them—we dread to imagine a world without them—but they do not a free press make. Most of them languish at a certain point in time, as the lack of readership diminishes the enthusiasm to keep the project going, and there are no funds, so it must remain a volunteer operation. But the long tail points to a crucial point that the framers of the constitution understood: There is a difference between free speech and having a free press. This is why they are distinct entries in the First Amendment. Without a strong journalism—a credible independent news media—the right to freedom of speech, as  indispensable as it is, loses some of its power and value. In the worst case scenario it is a digital circle jerk where people can write to their hearts’ content and possibly locate kindred spirits but not know what they are talking about—or what to talk about.

We are not vulgar materialists who run around claiming that merely accumulating resources is enough to create great journalism. Even at the zenith of the old system, as we discuss in Chapter 1, journalism relied excessively on official sources—people in government and corporate power—to set the agenda and define the range of legitimate debate. We think that we can have a journalism far better than that. It will require not only resources but also a new structure. And it will be digital. Although recent accounts suggesting the digital revolution is a mixed blessing that warrants public consideration intrigue us, the news system going forward needs to embrace the new technologies, not resist them.22 (That train has left the station; the distinction between old and new media is increasingly quaint.) So here’s our bottom line: What America needs is a well-paid journalism sector that digital citizen journalism both complements and enhances.

The WikiLeaks brouhaha in late 2010 and 2011 shines a bright light on both the promise and peril of our times. In shorthand, many have characterized the release of voluminous amounts of classified U.S. government documents as a result of the Internet and an example of how the Internet makes government secrecy much more difficult if not impossible. This is somewhat misleading and overstated; the digital era has been with us for several decades, and governments have had little trouble keeping immense amounts of material secret.

Several points were striking about the WikiLeaks release of documents to U.S. news media. First, it violated the manner in which leaks have generally worked in American journalism—where individuals in power make legitimate leaks. Traditionally such leaks are not damaging to the entire power structure; rather, they target or raise doubts about one player or, at most, one branch of the power structure. Such conventional leaks are sometimes presented as “investigative reporting” in the gutted newsrooms of our times. By releasing documents that shed light on the entirety of U.S. global operations and relations with foreign governments, WikiLeaks  made many enemies inside the entire power structure of the nation. As a result, it had very few, if any, allies in the corridors of power. This suggested a genuine political crisis and a bonanza for reporters. As Glenn Greenwald put it, professional rhetoric states that journalists are “supposed to be interested in . . . exposing the secrets of the powerful, especially when the actions being undertaken in secret, are corrupt, illegal or deceitful.”23 In theory, then, this should have been the moment when working journalists would look to the sky and thank their lucky stars to have been put on earth at this moment.

It did not quite happen that way. Those in power swung into high gear, unleashing a public relations and media blitz about the evils and mendacity of WikiLeaks. Attention shifted by and large from the content of these documents to overblown and unsubstantiated claims that WikiLeaks was costing innocent lives as well as to an assessment of the personal character of WikiLeaks leader Julian Assange. Barack Obama and Sarah Palin might disagree about a few issues, but they were singing from the same hymnal when it came to attacking and even threatening WikiLeaks. 24 Greenwald only slightly exaggerates when he states that “there was almost a full and complete consensus that WikiLeaks was satanic.” The onslaught discredited and isolated WikiLeaks, despite the dramatic content that could be found in the documents WikiLeaks had published. The point was to get U.S. editors and reporters to think twice before opening the WikiLeaks door. It worked. Unsettlingly, as journalists around the world rallied to defend basic principles about leaks and speaking truth to power, American journalists and commentators responded to the WikiLeaks revelations in a way often indistinguishable from government spin doctors. Greenwald ended up defending WikiLeaks on numerous broadcast news programs—because it was difficult to find other WikiLeaks defenders among journalists—and discovered that his on-air opponents were often working reporters: “There wasn’t even really a pretense of separation between how journalists think and how political functionaries think.” 25

Second, implicit in the WikiLeaks disclosures was a broader yet pointed critique of American news media. If WikiLeaks provided the truth of how the U.S. government regarded the world, why did the news  generally present a rather different view, one more in line with American propaganda needs rather than the actual truth? WikiLeaks revelations, for example, highlighted soft U.S. media coverage of Arab allies. In this sense WikiLeaks was a direct challenge to the integrity of American journalism, and this was not an issue working reporters and editors have ever been keen to develop, publicize and debate. This encouraged the tendency to delegitimize WikiLeaks among journalists and news media.

Third, the WikiLeaks episode did not even lead to a long-overdue examination of why exactly so much material is kept secret from the American people in the first place and whether this is compatible with the principle of self-government. Journalists and what remains of the news media are the only institutions positioned to challenge and capable of battling government secrecy—doing so is among their most important functions—and they squandered an important moment to draw public attention to this issue. Award-winning journalist Sanford J. Ungar noted in The Columbia Journalism Review that WikiLeaks should have drawn attention to “an obvious underlying problem: that the obsessive over-classification of US official information has reached a point where it is impossible to know with confidence what truly deserves to be keep secret and how that can be done effectively.” Ungar quotes Erwin Griswold, the U.S. solicitor general in charge of prosecuting the Pentagon Papers case for the Nixon administration who later renounced his position, noting in 1989 that “the principal concern of the classifiers is not with national security, but rather with government embarrassment of one sort or another.” Griswold added that “apart from details of weapons systems, there is very rarely any real risk to national security from the publication of facts related to transcriptions in the past, even the fairly recent past.”26

Finally, to be clear, WikiLeaks is not a journalistic enterprise with a staff that prepares news pieces for popular consumption. What WikiLeaks does is release secret documents to news media, which then have to do the hard work of assessing and presenting the material. Here the biases just mentioned combined with the PR blitz and the shrinkage in newsrooms to produce the ironic effect that despite a mother lode of material being released, not much of it received sustained and critical attention in major American media. In fact, a number of U.S. news outlets were  content to cherry pick documents so as to offer an absurdly flattering portrayal of U.S. diplomacy, whereas The New York Times seemed bent on exaggerating the alleged Iranian threat.27 The notable exception was Greg Mitchell’s groundbreaking coverage of every aspect of the story on The Nation magazine’s Web site; Mitchell showed what could be done with the story, and he never let go of it. Unfortunately, Mitchell got little in the way of competition from the mandarins now employed by those publications that made their names turning Pentagon Papers and “Deep Throat” leaks into journalistic gold.28

For the most part, elite journalists found ways to perform stenography to power even as they were handed information that had the potential to open great debates about foreign policy—debates that could have, indeed should have, given the American people not only a better perspective on how their country operates internationally but also a better opportunity to demand greater Congressional oversight. No wonder the semi-official line from Washington held that the documents contained little that was especially startling. This was just gossip, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates and other D.C. insiders suggested, and it certainly posed no meaningful challenge to received wisdom about the world and the American role in that world.29 Gates and his compatriots constantly reinforced the “message” that the WikiLeaks moment was not comparable to what happened when the Pentagon Papers were released in 1971. The official line is that the WikiLeaks documents contain no “smoking gun”—and that if Americans are interested in discussing the matter at all they should consider whether Julian Assange is a weirdo or ask what would possess someone to release the minutiae of diplomacy, which is better kept secret. And, this official reasoning continues, people should not be at all concerned about the locking up of a supposed leaker, Private Bradley Manning, in a domestic version of Guantanamo.30

The journalists of the rest of the world, however, found a lot more than “minutiae” in the WikiLeaks cables. Britain’s Guardian newspaper and Germany’s Der Spiegel magazine assigned dozens of journalists to the WikiLeaks story and produced hundreds of stories. Likewise, India’s national daily newspaper The Hindu and the Italian news magazine  L’Espresso worked with WikiLeaks to generate breaking coverage. This was journalism at its best. After foreign journalists worked the WikiLeaks cables over, their stories led to a serious revision of how people in countries across the world understood their own governments. The WikiLeaks cables did not cause the extraordinary 2011 uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt and elsewhere, but they certainly added fuel to the fire. The truth, we were again reminded, is a powerful weapon—but it requires journalism if it is to become a democratic force.

Will America ever have such journalism?

We say “yes.” But getting to “yes” is going to require a new understanding of journalism.

In our view the evidence is overwhelming: If Americans are serious about reversing course and dramatically expanding and improving journalism, the only way this can happen is with massive public subsidies. The market is not getting it done, and there is no reason to think it is going to get it done. It will require a huge expansion of the nonprofit news media sector as well. It is imperative to discontinue the practice of regarding journalism as a “business” and evaluating it with business criteria. 31 Instead, embracing the public good nature of journalism is necessary. That is the argument we make in this book.

Let’s be clear on what we mean by the “public good” nature of journalism: That means journalism is something society requires but that the market cannot produce in sufficient quality or quantity. Readers or final news consumers have never provided sufficient funds to subsidize the popular journalism system that self-government requires. For the first century of American history the public good nature of journalism was understood implicitly and massive postal and printing subsidies addressed this understanding. For the past century, however, the infusion of advertising to provide the vast majority of revenues supporting the news masked the public good nature of journalism. But advertising had no specific attachment to journalism, as we demonstrate in Chapters 1 and 2, and is jumping ship as better alternatives present themselves in the digital universe, especially as news media appear less commercially attractive. Journalism increasingly is left standing naked in an unforgiving market, and it is shriveling in the cold gusts.

The future of journalism left to the market will likely approach what education would be like if all public subsidies were removed. With no subsidies, our education system would remain excellent for the wealthy who could afford private schools in the first place, mediocre at best for the middle and upper-middle class, and nonexistent or positively frightening for the increasingly impoverished lower-middle and working class—the majority of the nation. This would be a nightmare for any credible democratic or humane society, and it would be a major step back toward the middle ages. The same logic applies to journalism. As we discuss in Chapter 3, the U.S. Supreme Court has repeatedly affirmed that the duty—not merely the right—of the democratic state is to assure a viable news media. In the landscape of 2010s America, that means enlightened public subsidies.

Understanding “journalism as a public good” also helps explain one of the persistent questions we are asked when we discuss the crisis of journalism. “Isn’t the basic problem,” the question generally begins, “that most people are morons who either have no interest in journalism or are only interested in idiotic stories about celebrities? If people wanted good journalism, isn’t it logical to expect the commercial news media to give it to them?” On the surface this seems like such a convincing premise that it is generally posed as a rhetorical question, to which all who have any hope left for the human species are expected to retreat in shame. Public good theory explains that no matter how strong the consumer demand, it will never be sufficient to provide the resources for a popular democratic journalism. Even when Americans have been most rabid about news and politics, there was not sufficient demand to subsidize a popular news media.

But public good theory is important in another way: It also highlights that it is impossible for the market to accurately gauge popular support for the news. The market cannot express all of our values; we cannot individually “purchase” everything we value. Our experience discussing the crisis of journalism with tens of thousands of people over the past 18 months has reinforced our view that a preponderance of Americans, and especially younger Americans notorious for their lack of interest in newspapers and conventional news media, want to have credible reporting on  corporate and government affairs, even if they do not necessarily plan to read or view the news reports thereby produced. But they want to know that the work is being done and people in power are being held accountable, issues are being covered—and they are willing use their tax dollars to pay for journalism even if they themselves prefer to watch a reality TV show or listen to their iPods.

And, who knows, to return rhetorical question fire, maybe if there was better and more compelling journalism, people might not find it so irrelevant to their lives?

Of course, the notion of government support for journalism strikes many as downright un-American, a dangerous measure that will be far more likely to increase the likelihood of a dystopian future rather than enhance journalism, freedom and self-government. Everywhere we travel we hear this; it has become so deeply ingrained in American political consciousness—across the political spectrum—that it requires no evidence to be asserted categorically and end all further debate—which is fitting because there is no evidence. We demonstrate in what follows that press subsidies are as American as apple pie; indeed, our democratic culture was built on them. If the U.S. government subsidized journalism today at the same level of GDP that it did in the 1840s, the government would have to spend in the neighborhood of $30–35 billion annually. This is probably the single most striking empirical point we make in the book, and it has proven, more than anything else, to be a game-changer for how Americans understand their own free press tradition.

What we demonstrate herein is not merely the size of these press subsidies but also that the framers who put them in place understood them as a necessary investment in democracy and as part of a commitment to a heterogeneous and vibrant participatory political culture. Thomas Jefferson, with the encouragement of his friend James Madison, proposed in 1791 that President George Washington name as the Postmaster General of the United States—overseer of the largest government agency by a wide margin—the most daring and controversial of its pamphleteers, Thomas Paine. It was a radical notion, too radical it would turn out for Washington, who was ill at ease with Paine’s challenges to organized religion, consolidated wealth and authority in general. Jefferson turned to  Paine, as do we, for inspiration and for the model of a take-no-prisoners, speak-truth-to-power journalism that has as its end not a recreation of the old order of empowered elites and cowering masses but a new order in which the will of an informed and emboldened people shall be the law of the land.

Federal press subsidies—for example, postal subsidies and paid government notices—have diminished in real terms to only a small fraction of their nineteenth-century levels, though they remain to the present day. Public broadcasting is the most visible contemporary media subsidy, and in 2010 it received approximately $1.1 billion in public support annually. State and local governments as well as public universities provide much of this public subsidy as well as some $420 million from the federal government.

We share the concern about government control over the content of journalism and reject any subsidies that would open the door to that outcome. We also understand that a government with a massive military and national security complex like the United States could be especially dangerous with its mitts on the keys to the newsroom. But we would ask those who worry about major media becoming an amen corner for the government to consider the manner in which the corporate news media cheer on U.S. foreign policy and militarism, often, as in the case of the 2003 Iraq invasion, with disastrous consequences. Remarkably, the same no-questions-asked approach was in evidence as major media covered President Obama’s unilateral decision to involve U.S. forces in the bombing of Libya in the spring of 2011—a decision made without seriously consulting Congress, let alone a request for the declaration of war required in the U.S. Constitution. As steadfast advocates for a free and independent media that speaks truth to power, we believe that the current circumstance is unacceptable; our major media do not speak truth to power. More often than not, especially in matters or war and peace, they provide an uncritical sounding board for those in power. For the purpose of ending this abuse of the public trust, we advocate new models for funding journalism, models that maintain ironclad protections against government censorship and direction of journalists while at the same  time freeing those journalists from the grip of corporate interests and commercial pressures.

More importantly, we are confident enough in America to believe that our people and their elected representatives can get the job done.

The United States, for all of its flaws, remains a democratic society in the conventional modern use of the term. Our state is capable of being pushed to make both progressive as well as regressive moves.

This is a crucial distinction. We will be the first to argue that if a dictatorship or authoritarian regime subsidizes journalism, the “news” will more likely than not be propaganda that is designed to maintain an antidemocratic circumstance. But that does not mean the same outcome necessarily occurs when democratic nations institute press subsidies. Indeed, there is little evidence that press subsidies in democratic societies comparable to the United States increase government propaganda or that they grease the wheels for a transition to a dictatorship by the dominant party and a loss of freedom. Most of the evidence—in fact, the overwhelming preponderance of evidence—is precisely the opposite.

Accordingly, the problem with categorically rejecting public subsidies is that doing so not only ignores the actual history of massive democratic journalism subsidies in the United States—as we discuss at length in Chapter 3—but it also does grave injustice to the existing track record of other democratic nations. What happens when we look at nations with multiparty democracies, advanced economies, electoral systems and civil liberties—places like Germany, Canada, Japan, Britain, Norway, Austria, the Netherlands, Denmark, Finland, Belgium, Sweden, France and Switzerland?

What do we find? For starters, compared to the United States, all these nations hugely subsidize the press. Let’s put it this way: What would the United States have to spend to support public broadcasting, not to mention other journalism subsidies, if it spent at the per capita rates of other democratic nations? If America subsidized public media at the same per capita rate as nations with similar political economies like Canada, Australia and New Zealand, U.S. public broadcasters would have a government subsidy in the $7–10 billion range. If America subsidized public  media at the same per capita rate as nations along the lines of Japan, France or Great Britain, U.S. public broadcasters would have a government subsidy in the $16–25 billion range. Finally, if America subsidized public media at the same per capita rate as Germany or Norway or Denmark, U.S. public broadcasters would have a government subsidy in the neighborhood of $30–35 billion.32

This does not even factor in the extensive newspaper subsidies that several democracies employ. If the U.S. federal government subsidized newspapers at the same per capita rate as Norway, it would make a direct outlay of approximately $3 billion annually. Sweden spends slightly less per capita and has extended the subsidies to digital newspapers. France is the champion at newspaper subsidies. If a federal government subsidy provided the portion of the overall revenues of the U.S. newspaper industry that France does for its publishers, conservatively, it would have spent $6 billion in 2008.33

Instead, as noted, the total U.S. subsidy for public broadcasting sits at a paltry $1.1 billion, making the United States the global outlier in subsidizing public media not to mention newspapers and journalism. By American conventional reasoning, that is the way it should be, and the only issue to be discussed is whether that $1.1 billion subsidy should be slashed or eliminated. As one American critic puts it, public media subsidies may range from a “media welfare state” to a “Soviet-style five-year plan”; whatever the intent, they invariably lead to “a wholesale government takeover of the press.”34 By this logic these other ostensibly democratic nations, with their out-of-control government subsidies for journalism and public media, should be fairly unsavory places to live.

But are they?

We could rely on our personal experiences. Both of us have had the privilege of traveling to many of these nations in recent years, and our impression is that these are far from police states nor do their extensive public media systems and journalism subsidies invoke comparisons to a sham democracy, not to mention a one-party state. Quite the contrary. In fact, when John Nichols addressed journalists from across Europe and around the world in the spring of 2010 as the keynote speaker at the Congress of the International Federation of Journalists, what he heard from  the assembled reporters and editors was strong support for subsidies and other governmental interventions that are broadly viewed as freeing journalists from the pressures that corporate PR and advertisers pose.35

But appearances can be deceiving. So we sought harder evidence from unimpeachable sources that would not necessarily be inclined to endorse press subsidies.

We start with Britain’s The Economist, a business magazine keenly in favor of private enterprise, deregulation and privatization, and it is disinclined toward large public sectors. Every year The Economist produces a highly acclaimed “Democracy Index,” which ranks all the nations of the world on the basis of how democratic they are. In 2010 only 26 nations qualified as democratic. The criteria are: electoral process and pluralism; functioning of government; political participation; political culture; and civil liberties. The United States ranks 17th by these criteria, according to The Economist. Most of the 16 nations ranking ahead of the United States had government press subsidies on a per capita basis at least 10 or 20 times that of the United States.36 The top four nations on the list—Norway, Iceland, Denmark and Sweden—are among the top six or seven per capita press subsidizers in the world. Yet these are the four most democratic and freest nations on earth according to The Economist.

Although all of the Democracy Index criteria implicitly depend to a large extent on having a strong press system; “freedom of the press” itself is not one of the measured variables. Is there some way we can get a more direct take on the relationship?

Fortunately, there is, if we supplement the Democracy Index with the research of Freedom House, an American organization created in the 1940s to sponsor freedom and oppose totalitarianism of either the left or the right, with special emphasis on the left. Freedom House is very much an “establishment” organization, with close ties to prominent American political and economic figures. Every year it too ranks all the nations of the world on the basis of how free and effective their press systems are. Their research is detailed, sophisticated and particularly concerned with any government meddling whatsoever with private news media. For that reason, all communist nations tend to rank in a virtual tie for dead last as having the least free press systems in the world.  Venezuela currently is ranked no. 163 in the world, despite having a large and vocal legal opposition press that opposes the elected Chávez government. State regulation of commercial broadcast media as well as the chilling effect of government criticism of the uncensored private print media are enough for Freedom House to consign Venezuela to the same group of nations largely consisting of outright dictatorships with scarcely a trace of significant domestic media dissent; Venezuela is the only nation in the Americas alongside Cuba considered to have a “not free” press. Thus, Freedom House can go toe-to-toe with anyone when it comes to having sensitive antennae to detect government meddling with the existence or prerogatives of private news media.

Freedom House hardly favors the home team. It ranks the United States as being tied with the Czech Republic as having the 24th freest press system in the world. America is ranked so low because of failures to protect sources and because economic conditions have made journalism more difficult.

So what nations rank at the top of Freedom House’s list of the freest press systems in the world? The democratic nations with the very largest per capita journalism subsidies in the world dominate the list. Four of the first five nations Freedom House lists are the same nations that topped The Economist’s Democracy Index, and all rank among the top seven per capita press subsidizers in the world.37 In fact, the lists match to a remarkable extent. That should be no surprise, as one would expect the nations with the freest and best press systems to rank as the most democratic nations. What has been missing from the narrative is that the nations with the freest press systems are also the nations that make the greatest public investment in journalism and therefore provide the basis for being strong democracies.

What the Freedom House research underscores is that few of these successful democracies permit the type of political meddling that is routine in U.S. public broadcasting, particularly by those politicians who want to eliminate public broadcasting, with no sense of irony, because it has been “politicized.” Although no nation is perfect and even the best examples have limitations, these nations consistently and overwhelmingly demonstrate that there are effective means to prevent governments in  power from having undue influence over public media operations, much like how in the United States we have created mechanisms to prevent governors and state legislatures from dictating the faculty research and course syllabi at public universities. In other democratic nations public broadcasting systems tend to be popular, and political parties from across the political spectrum defend them. It is also worth mentioning that in other democratic nations public broadcasters tend to give far greater coverage to electoral campaigns than commercial media and tend to reduce the level of information inequality between social classes.38 They are a democratic force. We could use strong dose of that medicine in the United States.

Likewise, in a manner that evokes the U.S. postal subsidies in the nineteenth century we examine in Chapter 3 and that might baffle the contemporary American who is cynical about the possibility of democratic governance, the newspaper subsidies tend to be directed to helping the smaller and more dissident newspapers, without ideological bias, over the large, successful commercial newspapers.39 Recent research on the European press concludes that as journalism subsidies increased, the overall reporting in those nations did not kowtow but in fact grew more adversarial toward the government in power.40

Our point is not to romanticize other democratic nations or to put them on a pedestal. Journalism is in varying degrees of crisis in nations worldwide. When this book came out in early 2010, it gained a good deal of attention in Europe and Australia as a cautionary tale, a warning of what might happen if journalists and governments in other countries made the same mistakes that have been made in the United States. The concerns are hardly irrational. In other countries, resources for journalism are declining as in the United States, even if the public subsidies provide a cushion. Moreover, the quality of journalism is hardly guaranteed even with greater resources; controversy and occasional sharp criticism of severe flaws properly attends any discussion of the caliber of journalism in every democratic nation.41 Resources are simply a necessary precondition for sufficient democratic journalism.

Nor is our point that the United States should adopt foreign models willy-nilly. We are, for example, generally opposed to subsidies going to  commercial media except under stringent conditions in which the subsidy is universal and also applies effectively to noncommercial media. Our point is simply that journalism subsidies are compatible with a democratic society, a flourishing uncensored private news media and an adversarial journalism. The track record is clear that the problem of creating a viable free press system in a democratic and free society is a solvable problem. There may not be perfect solutions, but there are good and workable solutions. And in times like these, when the market is collapsing, they are mandatory. We have no alternative.

We make that case in the chapters that follow. This then leads inexorably to two questions: What sort of policies and subsidies can we develop to promote independent journalism and a free press in the United States? What do we need to do politically to bring these policies about? We begin to address these issues in Chapter 4 and the conclusion. We also provide an update on the political landscape for solving the problem of journalism in the United States in the Afterword we have written for this edition.

Ultimately, the point of this paperback edition is the same as that of the hardcover edition. We seek to open a great national debate about the future of journalism in America. Although we have ideas about where that discussion should go, we are excited about the debate itself. Let us close with a story from our visit to the University of Virginia on our book tour in the winter of 2010. In a restaurant several blocks from the campus that Thomas Jefferson laid out, before our evening talk we met with a group of exceptional journalism students who had read the book and wanted to talk about our proposals. They especially liked our proposal for a “Journalism for America” initiative that would provide young people with stipends to cover underserved communities in the United States. But they had questions. Several women asked whether we had considered expanding the program so that young people with the background to do so might provide international coverage that was relevant to immigrant communities in the United States. By the end of the dinner they had framed out a plan for linking the “Journalism for America” initiative to the Peace Corps so that young journalists could cover an immigrant community in the United States for a year and then travel with the Peace  Corps to foreign lands with connections to the American communities. Thus, an Ethiopian-American community in Minnesota could get coverage by a Journalism for America/Peace Corps writer who had lived and worked in that community from Ethiopia. And the young writer could get both domestic and international reporting experience that might position her for the job she hopes to attain as an international correspondent. We loved the vision. But, above all, we loved the evidence that, when Americans are invited to outline a future for journalism, when they are brought into the process rather than pushed to the sidelines, they are ready and willing to do so in the most dynamic, creative and meaningful ways. We came away with confidence that, when this great debate opens up, as it has begun to do, American journalism and American democracy will flourish.

Bob McChesney & John Nichols 
Madison, Wisconsin 
May 2011
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Barack Obama put this book in context in September 2009 when, in response to a question about the decline of American newspapers and the tenuous state of journalism, the President of the United States said: “I am concerned that if the direction of the news is all blogosphere, all opinions, with no serious fact-checking, no serious attempts to put stories in context, that what you will end up getting is people shouting at each other across the void but not a lot of mutual understanding.”1

The president is no alarmist. Nor are the many members of Congress, commentators and citizens, from across the political and ideological spectrum, who have of late engaged in hand wringing and wailing about the collapse of newspapers and the decline of journalism. The crisis is real and, as the fresh research and analysis in this book confirms, it is of the highest magnitude. How Americans respond to it is no academic matter. The outcome of every debate of consequence, from those involving education, health care, social justice, climate change and the economy to questions of war and peace will be determined by how the challenge of rejuvenating the news is resolved.

Obama’s recognition that a crisis for journalism is also a crisis for democracy distinguishes him from recent presidents and their supporters, who have tended to complain about what they regarded as the unfair nature of press coverage. But the current president’s recognition of the connection between vibrant journalism and vibrant democracy is not unprecedented. The founding presidents, Washington, Jefferson and Madison in particular, understood the linkage as essential, and they endeavored to assure that the new American republic would have the most diverse, contentious and easily accessed media the world had known.

While Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton and the George Bushes pursued more favorable coverage, they assumed, as generations of Americans had assumed before them, that there would be journalism. Now, for the first time in modern American history, it is entirely plausible that we will not have even minimally sufficient resources dedicated to reporting and editing the news and distributing the information and informed analysis that citizens require. Journalistic attention to all levels of governance has declined to a fraction of what was understood as necessary just a generation ago. And, unless there are interventions to alter clear patterns of decay, matters will only get worse. Already much of governmental activity is conducted in the dark. Investigative journalism is on the endangered species list.

A world without journalism is not a world without political information. Instead it is a world where what passes for news is largely spin and self-interested propaganda—some astonishingly sophisticated and some bellicose, but the lion’s share of dubious value. It is an environment that spawns cynicism, ignorance, demoralization, and apathy. The only “winners” are those that benefit from a quiescent and malleable people who will “be governed,” rather than govern themselves.

The troubling evidence of a debauched and deteriorating journalism is all around us at present. This is about a lot more than misspelled words, misnamed sources or missed school board meetings. To some extent we see the consequences of what happens when journalism deteriorates and disappears in taken-for-granted corruption, endless foreign wars, crumbling infrastructure and social services, and vast increases in inequality. These pathologies are metastasizing, rapidly, and the end result of this evolution could well be disastrous.

That’s a frightening prospect and, any way you slice it, these are frightening times. We are entering uncharted waters, as not just our media system but the underpinnings of our republic experience restructurings so fundamental and so sweeping that we can say with certainty that the future will bear little resemblance to the past. We can also say that what will be will not necessarily be better. It depends upon what we as citizens do, and in this time of crisis it is imperative that our options extend far beyond the limits of old media and outdated thinking.

This book reflects our concern about changes that are occurring. But we offer little in the way of nostalgia. In fact, it is the opposite. It is a cry for action to shape inevitable change in a manner that assures that America will have the journalistic institutions, practices and resources necessary to maintain what can credibly be described as a self-governing society. We do not know the precise character or content of the news media that will develop; but we do know that without bona fide structures for gathering and disseminating news and analysis, the American experiment in democracy and republican governance will be imperiled.

That peril was understood by the founders. They wrote a constitution that, as the Supreme Court has repeatedly confirmed, is predicated upon the assumption of an informed and participating citizenry. If no news media exist to make that a realistic outcome, the foundations of the republic will decay and ultimately crumble.

We are not the first to write about this crisis; we honor and embrace the lessons learned from those who have come before us. But this book is different from most if not all books about the collapse of journalism. What we offer here is a deeper and more historical analysis of the crisis, one that goes beyond blaming the Internet and the Great Recession for the collapse of traditional news media business models. New technologies and a scorching economic crisis clearly shape our moment, but this is a crisis decades, not years, in the making. The issues that are now so much in play have roots in a deep-seated and longstanding tension between commercialism and the public good that is journalism.

The approach we have taken with this book allows us to respect what is being lost—whole newsrooms, competing voices, institutional memory, news outlets that take seriously their responsibility to cover the powerful and that have the authority to do so—without getting overly romantic about Woodward, Bernstein and tattered copies of the Washington Post, circa 1973.

We have no great faith in the past. Nor do we share the faith of those who hope that new technologies, billionaire philanthropists or untried and often impractical new business models will solve the problem and magically generate the quality and quantity of news a self-governing society requires. We review these options closely, and wish them well, but find slim evidence supporting hope for a panacea.

Americans who want journalism and democracy have to get beyond nostalgia for what was and utopian fantasies about what might be. This book makes common cause with those who are ready to toss off rosecolored glasses and start looking at the past and the future of journalism in a more fundamental and critical manner. That examination leads quickly to the recognition that the existing policy toolkit—which pretty much begins and ends with calculations of ways to make the news profitable—is all but worthless. Journalism must be understood as a public good. It is something of value to society that the market might once have produced, with strengths and limitations. But the circumstances that made possible that production no longer exist and the market is ceasing to nurture or sustain substantial journalism. That does not mean that the United States can no longer have journalism, or even significant amounts of commercial journalism. But if Americans want sufficient journalism to make our constitutional system work, it means we need a massive public intervention to produce a public good.

We know that this argument contradicts the widely accepted contemporary understanding of the First Amendment and the American free press tradition. In the dominant view, there is no role for the government in the news media except to stay out of the way. The less government, the better, and no government involvement at all is supposedly what the Founders intended. This understanding of the First Amendment was elevated during the period when this country’s free press tradition evolved to accommodate the corporate commercial news media system that dominated communications for much of the 20th century, the very system that is now dying. We need to send this dogmatic understanding of a free press to the same graveyard that will receive the corporate news media system.

Let’s be clear about this: the bedrock principle that government must not censor or interfere with the content or journalistic operations of news media is non-negotiable. Though the commercial system has placed a high value on this principle, it is neither a corporate nor a commercial construct. Rather, it is a core value of journalists and small “d” democrats.

It is not, however, the only core value. Opposition to government censorship of journalism is one significant component of the American free press tradition, but it is not the entirety of that great tradition. While the  First Amendment prohibits state censorship, it does not in any sense prohibit—or even discourage—the public from using their government to subsidize and spawn independent media. The Supreme Court has confirmed this reading of the constitution again and again. And for good reason. This is in both history and in theory the other foundational component of the American free press tradition.

During the commercial era this central aspect of our free press tradition was easily forgotten, because commercial interests found it to their advantage to provide the resources to subsidize news media. Now the commercial era is collapsing, creating a crisis where no one seems to know what Americans should do to renew and sustain journalism. This book cuts through the confusion and suggests that the solution can be found by returning to our democratic roots.

We demonstrate in this book that the entire press system of the United States was built on a foundation of massive federal postal and printing subsidies that were provided to newspapers during the many decades that forged the American experiment. The first generations of Americans understood that it was entirely unrealistic to expect the profit-motive to provide for anywhere near the level of journalism necessary for an informed citizenry, and by extension self-government, to survive. The very idea was unthinkable. The subsidies that these adherents of the enlightenment developed were themselves enlightened; their purpose was not to enrich publishers but to broaden the marketplace of ideas and to provide a journalistic check and balance on those who might threaten fragile freedoms. It is not too much to say that without these huge subsidies to journalists our nation would not have evolved as it did; indeed, it might not have evolved at all. So it is that tradition, the tradition of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, that we to turn to as we address a 21st-century crisis.

Ours is not a nostalgic exercise, however. This book proposes specific new methods for using public subsidies to generate a high-quality, uncensored, competitive and independent news media. These methods are founded on an understanding of and respect for the new technologies that make possible a journalism that is more adventurous, more exciting, more participatory and more valuable to society and democracy than any  American has ever known. We recognize that the point of enlightened policies is to establish subsidies that support news media independent of government control or influence. This is a difficult task that often times gets policymakers into a gray area of indirect effects; but the complexity of the task should not, indeed cannot, be equated with impossibility. The current practice of other democracies and our own history provide successful examples of enlightened subsidies. Our public universities, where one of us draws a paycheck, demonstrated long ago that public money could subsidize institutions while protecting academic freedom from politicians’ interference. (Thank goodness that is the case, or much of the research contained in this book would have been thwarted.)

We do not advance specific ideas with the purpose of providing the final word on the matter of renewing American journalism, but rather to begin to make tangible the imagining of what a truly democratic news media system could look like in the 21st century. We seek to kindle and encourage bold thinking and we understand that the ideas of others may deliver us not just from the current crisis but to a finer journalism and a finer democracy. We are not rigid in our thinking, except on the fundamental point that it is necessary to rip off the shackles that have made it so difficult to think of American journalism as anything but the private preserve of Wall Street and Madison Avenue.

We are optimists by nature. But our optimism is not of the pie-inthe-sky variety, honed exclusively in a seminar room or on a barstool. It is based on the hard political work we have done over the past decade working on media policy issues in Washington and across the nation, particularly in conjunction with Free Press, the media reform group we cofounded with Josh Silver in 2002. We have worked with politicians from both major parties and all political philosophies on successful campaigns to stop media consolidation and government secrecy and to promote an open uncensored Internet and viable independent public media. We have learned, as Saul Alinsky put it, that organized people can defeat organized money, and that Americans from all walks of life, when given an opportunity, care deeply about this issue. They get it.

We are convinced that the approach we outline in this book will gain support as the conventional wisdom continues to disintegrate under the  searing light of reality. As 2009 drew to a close, for example, the Knight Foundation as well as the Columbia School of Journalism—in a paper it commissioned Leonard Downie Jr. and Michael Schudson to prepare—released extensive and thoughtful research reports on the crisis of journalism. These valuable studies acknowledged the severity of the crisis and the limitations of the conventional response.2 They both offered up reforms that complement the direction we advocate herein, in a manner that might have raised the eyebrows of their august institutions only a few years ago.

As encouraging as these reports are, it will take more than our leading universities and prestigious foundations to win the battle for journalism. Genuine reform will only occur if Americans understand that they can demand, and indeed create, a journalism and democracy worthy of this country’s promise. We hope this book will serve as their manifesto.
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Introduction

AMERICAN CRISIS; American Opportunity

America was called into being by a journalist. When Virginia plantation owners who would become presidents were still pondering petitions to King George III, when a Boston lawyer who would also be president was fretting about the excesses democracy might unleash with the replacement of colonial rule, good Tom Paine argued in the Philadelphia Journal that Americans had a right to govern their own affairs. Within weeks of his arrival on American soil in the fall of 1774, months before “the shot heard round the world” was fired at the North Bridge in Concord and a full year and a half before the penning of the Declaration of Independence, Paine outlined “the essence of liberty” as self-governance by informed and empowered citizens. It was Paine, that ink-stained wretch and citizen of the world, who convinced uncertain patriots that “the sun never shined on a cause of greater worth” than the revolt of 13 small colonies against the mighty British empire—inspiring the continentals to fight not for gain or glory but “to begin the world over again.”1

Having experience with the power of the press—he was the most widely read writer in revolutionary America—Paine would eventually observe: “Whoever has made observation on the characters of nations will find it generally true that the manners of a nation, or of a party, can  be better ascertained from the character of its press than from any other public circumstance.”2

America, like any country that would be democratic, requires not merely a free press but a functional press—media that regard the state secret as an assault to popular governance, that watch the politically and economically powerful with a suspicious eye, that recognize as their duty the informing and enlightening of citizens so that they may govern themselves in a republic where, as Paine observed, power rests “inherently with the universal multitude.”3

These radical notions are the essential underpinnings of the American experiment. They have been well regarded and widely respected across two centuries. Yet, a free and functional press does not merely occur. While Paine argued that there is a natural right to liberty, the journalism that sustains it does not naturally follow. A media system that sustains journalism of consequence is willed into existence and maintained by a people and by their representatives.

Without a civic counterbalance to the vagaries of the market, it is entirely within the realm of possibility that journalism could wither and die. Its replacement would be not a void but the sophisticated propaganda, be it private or public, of a modern age in which it is possible to tell people much of what they need to know to consume products and support spurious wars but nothing that they need to know to be voters and citizens. This is the fear that the founders sought to guard against when they established a free press with protection in the Bill of Rights. They threw the full weight of the American government into the work of creating and sustaining a diverse, competitive, skeptical and combative media system for a nation that would rest power with an informed people rather than an enthroned magistrate. The makers of the American experiment knew precisely what they hoped to avoid. “A popular government without popular information or the means of acquiring it,” explained James Madison, “is but a Prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy or perhaps both.”4

For the better part of 15 years, we have argued that the existing and evolving commercial news-media system has contributed to the collapse of quality journalism in America, creating precisely the circumstance  Madison feared.We don’t claim to be pioneers in the criticism of consolidated, downsized and dumbed-down news. We discuss herein the long tradition of criticism of the problems for journalism wrought by commercial control.

The systematic deterioration of journalism has, for many years now, been observed and chronicled on the margins, among journalists, media scholars and activists. But it has until the current moment been largely ignored by the political mainstream and, not surprisingly, by the commercial news media. To some extent this neglect was grounded in the fact that the largest news-media firms were raking in colossal profits as they grew bigger and fatter over the past three decades. If firms were making money, the thinking (in what will be looked back upon as a period of capitalism-on-steroids) suggested, they had to be serving the public.

But when the money flow slowed and the speculators began to jump ship, leaving journalism to sink with the wreckage of newspapers, it suddenly became clear even to those who had once sung the commercial system’s praises that no service had been rendered.

By the end of this first decade of the 21st century, the crisis of journalism is obvious to all. Daily newspapers are in free-fall collapse. The entire commercial news-media system is disintegrating. Wall Street and Madison Avenue are abandoning the production of journalism en masse. Our nation faces the absurd and untenable prospect of attempting what James Madison characterized as impossible: to be a self-governing constitutional republic without a functioning news media.

This book outlines the dimensions of the crisis and explains how and why it came to be. In Chapter 1, we explain why the Internet has been a central factor in the collapse of the commercial news media, but also why leaving the analysis there is misleading. This is a deep-seated and long-term crisis that was created by media owners who made the commercial and entertainment values of the market dramatically higher priorities than the civic and democratic values that are essential to good journalism and a good society. Simply remaking business models to squeeze a few more dollars out of newspapers, or to find a few on the Internet, will not solve the crisis. A radically unsettling circumstance, for journalism and for democracy, demands radical policy solutions.

But they must be solutions sufficient to the task at hand.

In Chapter 2, we review the two leading “fixes” that have been at the center of most discussions to date: to use the authority of government to rewrite existing rules in order to allow old and dying commercial media to get even bigger and possibly establish a cartel on the Internet; or to simply relax and wait while entrepreneurs cobble together a new journalism system on the Internet. We are neither old-media stalwarts nor new-media fabulists. Our brief is a journalistic one that is less concerned with the print-versus-digital debate than with the construction of platforms that will sustain journalism and democracy in the 21st century. To our view, neither the “can’t we just rewrite the rules one more time?” nostalgia of the patrons of print nor the “let’s just find the answer on the Internet” utopianism of the denizens of digital is sufficient. In fact, both approaches are, upon scrutiny, revealed as structurally and practically unsound. Americans have to face the hard and cold truth: journalism is a public good that is no longer commercially viable. If we want journalism, it will require public subsidies and enlightened policies.

In Chapter 3, we tackle the behemoth myth that is handcuffing Americans as they attempt to respond to the current crisis: that American news-media institutions are and always have been operating in a “free market” system, run to maximize profit, and that the proper and necessary role of the government has been to stay completely out of the picture. We demonstrate that this is inaccurate. The vital and nonnegotiable prohibition on government censorship of media content has been blown up to make it the beginning and ending point of any discussion about what role government can play in preserving and ultimately extending the public’s right to know. We demonstrate that the government in fact created the free press throughout American history with aggressive and often enlightened policies and subsidies. Without this massive government role, it is unlikely that U.S. democracy would have survived, let alone blossomed.

We argue that Americans need to embrace this tradition as they respond to the present crisis. Unless Americans develop enlightened and extensive government policies and subsidies to spawn an independent journalism, it will not exist. And democracy will again be imperiled.

In Chapter 4, we offer our vision of the types of policies that will produce a powerful independent news media and journalism that realizes the revolutionary potential of digital technologies. We offer these proposals not on the assumption that the stating of wise ideas will conclude the debate but rather to begin the serious conversation our nation needs about journalism and media policies; we have little doubt that what we propose can and will be improved upon once Americans get the full might of their collective talent applied to the task.

Our central premise is that in this crisis moment Americans need to understand that the goal of democrats ought not be to simply patch up the old corporate news-media ship and sail it deeper into the storm. The goal must be to create a vastly superior news media that dramatically enhances the constitutional system and representative democracy.

What we know from our experience in politics and policymaking over the past two decades is that these are extraordinary times and that this crisis demands extraordinary solutions. Ideas that would have been taken off the table in the recent past are moving to the center of the debate, because the status quo and the conventional wisdom are bankrupt and discredited. If Americans do nothing, matters will get worse, dramatically worse. But if Americans act, this can be a moment of revolutionary advance. The American people are at a rare historical juncture where they hold their fate very much in their hands. They do indeed have it in their power to begin the world over again.

We discuss the real-world, here-and-now politics of media reform in our conclusion.

Make no mistake; the work of salvaging journalism is rapidly becoming one of the central political issues of this era. The first indication that the political culture is awakening to the crisis came in spring 2009, when both branches of Congress held committee hearings on the matter. In May, Massachusetts Senator John Kerry, one of the most media-savvy of our legislators, convened the latter of these hearings. It featured much earnest discussion and recognition of the severity of the crisis. Senator Kerry quoted, affirmatively, from the brass plaque on a wall at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism, which bears the words of  legendary newspaper publisher Joseph Pulitzer: “Our Republic and its press will rise or fall together.”5

Even as it clarified what is at stake, the Senate hearing was largely lacking in plausible solutions, or even a sense of how to proceed.

“Is there any government role at all?” Kerry asked. “I don’t know the answer to that.”6

This book provides Senator Kerry and anyone else asking the same question with an answer.






Chapter 1

THE CRISIS IN Journalism

American journalism has a future.

It has a face, and a name: Kate Giammarise.

At 27, Kate has proven herself as a reporter, writer and savvy interpreter of the news. She took all the right journalism courses, worked for the college paper, interned and freelanced and then grabbed the first “real” job she could find: joining the staff of Ohio’s oldest daily newspaper, The Chillicothe Gazette, circulation 15,000. Kate excelled at the Gazette. She broke big stories in a small town—digging into scandal stories that would ultimately end the career of a local congressman. Kate got noticed and moved to the award-winning Lorain Morning Journal, where she started collecting her own honors for incisive coverage of government and environmental issues. Then she got the call that every young journalist awaits. It came from the editors of The Toledo Blade, a great Midwestern daily that had just collected a Pulitzer Prize for sending investigative reporters from Ohio to Vietnam in pursuit of a story of atrocities that had almost been lost to history. They wanted Kate to join the same city desk that had trained top reporters for The Chicago Tribune, The Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal.

Like generations of American journalists before her, Kate was making her name as a smart, enterprising reporter who was prepared to work the  night shift, ready to sit through the long meeting to make sure that the folks who could not hire an expensive lawyer were treated fairly by the county commissioners, willing to climb the flight of stairs in the building with the broken elevator in pursuit of the perspective on a real-estate report that would not otherwise be revealed. She covered the tough, wrong-side-of-the-tracks stories: homegrown terrorism trials, priests who almost got away with abusing kids and, above all, poverty and homelessness. Kate hung out with hungry children and wrote stories that made everyone in town care about getting those kids their next meal. She crawled under bridges to interview homeless veterans of the Iraq war. To get to the bottom of the debate over whether food-stamp allocations were sufficient, she lived for a week on a $21 food-stamp allotment and then told the tale so well that it was recognized by U.S. Senator Sherrod Brown, a Democrat from Ohio.

Kate wasn’t just good at what she did. She was great.

And she loved her job. If she saw a problem, she wrote about it. If a low-income family was getting lost in the bureaucracy, Kate called a city council member or a state senator or a member of Congress to ask why government was making things so hard on those who needed it most. She was practicing journalism with the purpose Finley Peter Dunne championed: “The business of a newspaper is to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”1

Editors looked at Kate and said, “The girl’s got journalism in her blood.”

Not just any journalism. Print journalism. Old-school. Ink-stained. The kind where a recent college graduate—whom grizzled veterans can’t help calling “kid”—runs up the steps of an old brick building in the downtown of a city that might be just a little down on its luck and tells an editor with a seen-it-all face that she is ready to read police reports on a Saturday night, sit through six-hour planning-commission meetings and hold the hand of a mother whose child has been killed in a distant war. The kind where Humphrey Bogart, as crusading editor Ed Hutcheson in the movie Deadline USA, holds up a telephone in the pressroom of the New York Day.

“What’s that sound?” demands the politically connected mobster who has used violence and intimidation to try and kill a story that will blow  the lid off a corruption scandal that has left a trail of bodies and broken lives strewn across the streets of a big city.

“That’s the press, baby. The press!” shouts the journalist that every American with a heart and soul wanted to be. “And there’s nothing you can do about it. Nothing!”2

It turns out Ed Hutcheson was wrong.

Deadline USA was made in the middle of the 20th century that newspapers defined—and survived.

But as the first years of the 21st century ticked away, newspapers, while still in many journalistic senses definitional, were not surviving. And neither was the craft of gathering and telling America’s story. Major daily newspapers collapsed into bankruptcy, venerable chains teetered on the brink of collapse, publications that had survived depressions, wars and the centuries that went with them—The Christian Science Monitor, Denver’s Rocky Mountain News, Seattle’s Post-Intelligencer—were stopping the presses, permanently.

Even where journalists and journalistically inclined publishers kept the bankers at bay long enough to put another edition out, the “product” that was rolling off the press was a thin, lifeless shadow of the newspapers of old. And so were the newsrooms. Buyouts, layoffs, downsizings, reductions in force, all the terms of art of the great shrinkage, had left them feeling like morgues.

At The Toledo Blade, Kate Giammarise began to hear the rumblings in the fall of 2008, as she hustled to keep on top of the hunger, homelessness and poverty beat she had staked out in a factory town where unemployment was creeping into double digits. Layoffs might be coming. The Blade, a family-owned newspaper that had resisted the ugliest cuts in an industry that began to dwindle long before the financial markets tanked that September, was struggling to balance the books.

Kate began emailing mentors, friends and family members.

She was a reporter. She wanted to get the story out. Her story—and that of an industry that was taking a dire turn.

On December 13, 2008, Kate hit the “Send” button on her computer.

“They laid off 25 people, including me,” the message read. “My last day is Dec. 26.”3

But it wasn’t just the 25 at the Blade.

Kate Giammarise is the face of journalism’s future. There’s no doubt about that.

But at the end of 2008, she was something else: a statistic.

As the stories of laid-off journalists like Kate Giammarise turned from tales of individual loss to mass displacement, the stories of dead or dying newspapers went from romantic reflections to the drab accounting of the toll. Newspaper journalism, an endeavor colorful enough to have spawned movie and mystery-novel genres, was itself becoming a statistic.

When we are assessing the fate of the fourth estate in a great republic, statistic seems a particularly ugly word. It suggests a bureaucratic calculus that is more mechanical than human, more of ledgers than of the individuals who report, write and edit the stories of the American experience. Unfortunately, the current crisis of journalism has, for the most part, been presented as a matter of mechanics and ledgers rather than one of turmoil for journalists and danger for democracy.

While it is essential for reasons of humanity and practical perspective to keep conscious of the individual and institutional elements of what is transpiring, it is also necessary to recognize the broad dimensions of the current crisis. No individual story of a newspaper printing its last edition, of a continent going uncovered, of a Washington bureau shuttered or even of a Kate Giammarise taking one last look at the sprawling secondfloor newsroom in the Blade’s castle-like building in downtown Toledo can begin to convey the scope of the change that is taking place in American journalism.

A media system—constructed across centuries; woven into the very fabrics of our communities, our states and our nation; once muscular enough to begin wars and make presidents shudder; steeped in tradition yet irresponsible enough to employ the word tabloid as both a noun and verb; overlaid with a veneer of romance so thick it could obscure a particular publisher’s corruptions of greed and personality; still huge in its pretenses and ambitions but entirely uncertain about what to make of itself—is collapsing.

So it is that Kate Giammarise’s experience becomes part of the big story of journalism in our time, a dramatic, rapidly unfolding series of  events that must be understood if we are going to have a serious discussion about journalism in the 21st century. This chapter examines the broad dimensions—and the explanations—for the crisis that cost Kate Giammarise her job. Our purpose is to get clear about what has gone wrong because it is the essential first step in the process of getting things right—for Kate, for journalists and, most important, for the democratic life of the United States.




Farewell to Newspapers, Farewell to Journalism?

That newspapers are in crisis, and may soon become extinct after being central to the American experience through the country’s entire history, is a fact now broadly accepted. In 2009, TIME’s Walter Isaacson described the situation as having “reached meltdown proportions” and concluded, “It is now possible to contemplate a time in the near future when major towns will no longer have a newspaper and when magazines and network news operations will employ no more than a handful of reporters.”4

This is not a routine crisis. It fundamentally brings to a head the longsimmering tension between journalism and commerce. For a very long time, since the mid–19th century, this marriage, though at times rocky, generated sufficient resources to sustain journalism. At its best, the marriage provided a measure of independence and freedom, allowed for innovation and helped dissident voices to be heard. At its worst, the marriage promoted monopoly, supported privilege and put commercial interests ahead of the public interest. We confess a certain attachment to what newspaper journalism has produced on the positive side of that ledger—encouraged by our familiarity with so many outstanding American reporters, columnists and editors past and present—but we are well aware that even at its best the tension with commercialism was always gnawing away at the democratic potential of the enterprise.

That long-standing tension is becoming almost moot today, however. The corporate community has determined that commercial journalism as we have long known it is a nonstarter, and they are abandoning the field at a breakneck pace. The business model is dying and soon to be buried forever, or at least for the imaginable future. News media are being  shuttered, resources that are vital to remaining news media are being slashed and commercial pressures are gaining ever more leverage over journalistic values. On this point, we agree with Wall Street: forget about the old “penny press,” newspaper shares are now “penny stocks.”5 The question for us, as citizens, is what we are going to do about it.

Nowhere is the crisis more striking, or more frightening, than in the daily-newspaper industry, which is imploding before our eyes. The industry is attempting to act like a magician and explain how it can somehow metaphysically survive and prosper. But, as with a magician, one is advised to watch the hands, and ignore the words.

Here are the words: the Newspaper Association of America, the trade group that chirps about how “newspapers are reinventing themselves to focus on serving distinct audiences”—translation for “print publications: shrinking”—announced in the spring of 2009 that it was mere mythmaking to suggest that: “Newspaper readership is tanking.” In reality, NAA President and CEO John F. Sturm declared with no indication that he recognized the absurdity of his claim: “Average weekly newspaper readership declined a mere 1.8 percent between 2007 and 2008, and about 7 percent since its peak in 2002. Compare that to the 10 percent decline seen in the prime time TV audience in 2007 alone.”

“This is not a portrait of a dying industry,” declared Sturm.6

Actually, a rapidly accelerating loss of readers that is now acknowledged to be approaching 2 percent annually used to be considered a serious matter. And comparing the fate of newspapers to that of prime-time television, which is itself in a crisis of survival, is anything but reassuring.

What is particularly peculiar is Sturm’s use of the phrase average weekly newspaper readership, a mushy old newsroom dodge from the era of Barnum & Bailey. The primary measure of any daily newspaper’s success or failure has always been found in actual circulation data—not estimates of weekly readership. And, no matter what Mr. Sturm says, that data provides a portrait of an industry that, if we are uncomfortable with the term dying, must surely be described as withering. From October 1, 2008, to March 31, 2009, according to a survey of 395 of the country’s top daily newspapers, weekday circulation declined 7.1 percent. That represented a dramatic acceleration from the rate seen during the two  previous six-month reporting periods, when daily circulation fell 4.6 percent and 3.6 percent, respectively.7 There is no way to put a positive spin on these figures, which the Poynter Institute’s media-business analyst, Rick Edmonds, correctly characterized as “not very good, and probably a little worse than expected.”8

Want to see a portrait of a dying industry? Try this: Mired in debt and rattled by revenue shortfalls as advertisers cut back and young readers show no interest, the managers of corporate newspaper firms seek to “right the sinking ship” by cutting costs, leading remaining newspaper readers to ask why they are bothering to pay for publications that are pale shadows of their former selves. Older readers are giving up on papers they had once relied upon. Advertisers have also gone elsewhere. Print display advertising fell a historically unprecedented 29.7 percent at daily newspapers in the first quarter of 2009.9 In the second quarter of 2009, newspaper revenues fell a whopping 29 percent from a year earlier, the greatest quarterly drop since the Great Depression. It marked the 12th consecutive quarterly decline in revenues since 2006.10 This is a portrait of the daily newspaper death dance-cum-funeral march.

We understand that some newspapers remain profitable, largely as a result of their local monopolies. Profit margins have been so high traditionally that even a sharp decline will not pull some firms below double-digit returns, at least not for a while. But none of these newspapers, as far as we can tell, are expanding their editorial budgets, or expanding their readerships. To the contrary, they are making cuts, accepting declining circulation and developing exit strategies. The most popular strategy is to maximize their profits in the foreseeable future by emptying out their newsrooms. In 2008 McClatchy Company newspapers earned a 21 percent profit margin, but the company still reduced its workforce by nearly a third, as it attempted to pay off the loan it required to purchase the remains of the Knight Ridder chain in 2006. Gannett’s newspapers enjoyed an 18 percent profit margin in 2008, with some papers earning as much as 42 percent. Nonetheless Gannett slashed 3,000 jobs (10 percent of its overall workforce), demanded that remaining employees take an unpaid weeklong furlough and imposed a pay freeze. The cuts continued in 2009, when another 1,400 jobs were eliminated and a 139-year-old newspaper, The Tucson Citizen, was closed  despite concerted efforts by residents of Arizona’s capital city to preserve it.11 There was some good news for Gannett, however: Their executives received six-figure bonuses in 2008.12 Is this a great country or what?

The inescapable conclusion is that these guys are not serious about the future of journalism; they are serious about cashing in as many chips as possible before closing time. They will be the ones who turn out the lights.

For perspective, let’s consider a pair of simple extrapolations:1. If newspapers continue to lose circulation at a rate of 7 percent every six months, they’ve got less than eight years to go before no one is reading them.
2. If the circulation losses continue to accelerate—from 3.6 percent to 4.6 percent to 7 percent—it’s probably closer to six years. In view of the ongoing cutbacks that make daily newspapers less and less attractive, this is not an unreasonable projection.


Only a few weeks before the NAA made its wild claims about the health of newspapers, a more convincing assessment was made by the longtime owner of The Buffalo News, a fellow who has made a good deal of money in the industry and knows it reasonably well. Warren Buffett said he would not buy most of the newspapers in the United States “at any price.” He said the changing media environment meant newspapers had “the possibility of unending losses” and he did not “see anything on the horizon that causes that erosion to end.”13

So the “This is not the portrait of a dying industry” line is not just pathetic. It is destructive. Like the Minnesota mother who took flight with her sick son rather than have his cancer treated—providing one of the major “news” stories of the spring of 2009—the NAA is still claiming that newspapers will be saved without modern medicine. They’re wrong, and their denial—even if it is so evidently aimed at keeping advertisers on board—does a dramatic disservice to the cause of journalism.

It is journalism, not newspapering, which is our real concern. We argue that it is wrong to regard the current mess as merely a crisis for newspapers—even if they are in demonstrably deep trouble. This is a  crisis moment for journalism, and therefore for self-government. We place so much emphasis on daily newspapers, not out of a romantic attachment to ink and newsprint, but because they account for so much of original journalism. It may strike readers under the age of 50 as bizarre, but three or four decades ago many people expected television to usurp print’s historic role and become the primary source of journalism. That never quite happened, as over the past few decades the commitment to television journalism has stagnated and declined. Taken over by large media conglomerates in the 1980s and 1990s, network television news became a bit player in entertainment empires, and increasingly was subject to the same commercial principles as quiz shows and comedies.14 As a result it has remained a minor contributor to overall news production. To a very large extent, arguably a larger extent than two decades ago, broadcast journalism takes its cues on what stories to cover and how to cover them from daily newspapers.

Local television stations, identified by a majority of citizens as their primary source of news about civic life, are covering less political news than they did a decade ago. And over a decade ago, a New York Times Magazine writer had already concluded: “Most anyone in the press and academia who has given it much thought has concluded that while there are exceptions, local television news is atrocious.”15 A study of the coverage of the recent election seasons, conducted by University of Wisconsin researchers, concluded that “local television news viewers got considerably more information about campaigns from paid political advertisements than from actual news coverage.” The survey also said that “Local newscasts in seven Midwest markets aired four minutes, 24 seconds of paid political ads during the typical 30-minute broadcast [before the election] while dedicating an average of one minute, 43 seconds to election news coverage.” 16

Moreover, local TV news has been clobbered by cuts over the past two years, along lines similar to those seen at newspapers. One study determined that 1,200 TV newsroom jobs were lost in 2008, a 4.3 percent drop.17 The difference is simply that the figures are hidden in the larger employment numbers for the stations.18 At any rate, few observers expect local TV commercial news to have much of a future, if it has  one at all. And local radio news, a significant producer of local journalism in the 1960s and 1970s, when nearly all AM stations had news directors and often reporters, has all but disappeared, a casualty of “deregulation.” Chart 1 demonstrates the employment in broadcast news between 1982 and 2009, illustrating the number of broadcast journalists per 100,000 people.

Cable television news channels, the one growth area, have come to play an important role in the national debate over the past two decades, and especially in recent years. But we should not exaggerate the amount of original journalism done there. The same corporate pressures that afflicted network broadcast news and daily newspapers have affected them. In many respects the great contribution of Fox News was not to demonstrate the commercial viability of a more aggressively partisan approach to the news; it was in demonstrating that when one went more aggressively partisan, it was easier to dispense with actual (and costly) journalism because viewers focused on celebrity hosts and political operatives who pedaled spin for free. The specialty of these channels is to take a particular story and blow it into a huge topic, generating tremendous heat, but little light. To be fair, sometimes programs on these stations draw public attention to important stories. But even then, as often as not, the producers rely on print journalists for their hard digging and genuine expert analysis. This makes these channels more profitable in their own right, but less important as sources of journalism.

The Internet certainly devotes more attention to politics and, as we discuss in Chapters 2 and 4, it is the unquestioned future of journalism. Already, it is playing a crucial role in keeping mainstream journalism honest, and it has created quality content far beyond its limited resources.19 But, to a significant extent, Internet news sites are aggregators of the news gathered by old media rather than producers of news content. The information discussed online is still gathered by newspaper and broadcast reporters, and while a few high-profile journalists have begun to migrate from old-fashioned newsrooms to the blogosphere, they tend to arrive as commentators rather than collectors of news. The leading news Web sites are almost all affiliated with the “old media,” and much of what the bloggers blog about comes from  the old media in digital form. As these old-media Web sites dry up because newspapers are making massive cutbacks, the amount of original journalism on the Web is going to stagnate or decline. The Web has yet to emerge as a distinct journalistic force—let alone one that speaks with the authority at the local, state or regional level of a traditional daily newspaper. While the Internet may someday be home to sites that generate the revenues needed to pay reporters and editors to produce journalism, that day has yet to arrive in a meaningful sense.
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CHART 1. Estimated Workforce in Radio and Television Broadcast News Per 100,000 People, Selected Years 1982–200920

 

Harvard’s Alex S. Jones estimates that 85 percent of all professionally reported news originates with daily newspapers, and that he has seen credible sources place that figure closer to 95 percent.21 A scientist friend of ours once told us that if a couch could be made to magically disappear, we could possibly be able to still see for an instant the outlines of the couch from all the microscopic organisms that had been attached to the couch. In many respects, daily newspapering is the couch of American  journalism. If it disappears, the organisms, regrettably all too microscopic, living on it will be undermined as well. Hence our emphasis on the crisis in daily newspapers as central to the broader crisis in journalism.




“Out of Print”

And what a nightmarish crisis it is! The most conservative estimate of the collapse in newspaper employment, that of the American Society of News Editors, suggested that 5,900 reporters, columnists and editors lost their jobs in 2008, for an 11.3 percent decline in newsroom employment. That was the largest annual drop ever recorded in a survey by the 87-year-old ASNE, and it more than doubled the loss seen in the previous year. It was enough to cause ASNE president Charlotte Hall to moan, “The loss of journalists is a loss for democracy.”22

True. But the figures distributed by Hall’s group early in 2009 did not begin to give a full measure of the decline in journalism employment. The ASNE survey was based on self-reported figures from just 931 of 1,405 daily newspapers. There’s no accounting for the job losses at the remaining dailies, or at the more than 6,500 weekly, biweekly and tri-weekly newspapers nationwide, even though they too are shedding jobs at a historic rate. From our research it has become clear that this crisis is happening so fast, is so widespread, that no one has authoritative figures. And as soon as someone thinks they have the numbers in alignment, a new wave of closures, buyouts and layoffs blows them out of the water. It is like trying to play badminton in a hurricane.

Before we can go any further we have to get a better handle on exactly what is taking place with newspapers.

Perhaps the best way to grasp the crisis as it has unfolded is through the experience of Erica Smith, a multimedia and print designer at The St. Louis Post-Dispatch. Smith got riled up after reading a special report on journalism’s dire straits (“As Cuts Trim News Pages and Newsrooms—What Gets Lost?”) that appeared in the industry’s bible, Editor & Publisher , in 2007. So Smith, who says, “I love breaking news alerts,” started talking it over with fellow journalists. Everyone agreed that things looked bad—the Post-Dispatch, after its 2005 sale to the financially shaky Lee  Enterprises chain, had by 2007 seen 180 staffers take buyouts, and the great mid-American daily was on the verge of a round of layoffs of news editors, bureau chiefs and reporters that veteran PD reporter Florence Shinkle would describe as having “breached some critical boundaries for the health and stability of the newspaper.”23

Yet, it struck Erica Smith that the evidence of the crisis, though jarring, was still largely anecdotal. “I was curious to know how many layoffs and buyouts there were, but couldn’t find a total anywhere,” she recalls. “So I started a list, which evolved into this blog on April 9, 2008.” The fan of breaking news alerts didn’t know what she was getting herself into with her “Paper Cuts” blog.24 Soon she was getting “alerts” from across the country in the form of tips, copies of publisher memos and layoff notices, links to news articles on buyouts and all the other sources of data for a Web site Smith was updating daily, then twice daily and more in order to stay ahead of the flood of bad news. She started creating maps of the United States with electronic “pins” in them to record job losses—white for 1–24, yellow for 25–49, blue for 50–74, green for 75–99, red for 100 or more. By the end of 2008, there were was a sea of colored “pins” on a map that was the very picture of an industry on the skids. Worst of all were the black pins, which represented newspapers that had experienced serious cuts but that had not revealed exactly how many. These were the “unknowns.”25

“So with all of those ‘unknown’ posts, does that mean the total isn’t really, you know, the total?” Smith was asked. “It does,” she replied. “It means that the actual number of people who have been laid off is higher than what I have listed. That’s why there is a plus sign after the ‘total’ number.” But if the outer limits of the crisis remained uncharted, there was no question that “Paper Cuts” was providing the clearest reflection of its scope. And it was horrifying. When Smith put the pin in the map for Toledo—the one with Kate Giammarise’s name on it—the total number of job cuts and buyouts recorded for 2008 was already over 15,000.

By the time Smith had totaled all the numbers from the year, they added up to 15,970, and that was without the “unknowns.”

2008 was a golden age compared with what came next. By October of the following year, Smith’s firm figure for 2009 layoffs and buyouts had  surpassed 14,000. At this rate, the job-loss total for 2009 will be around 17,000—roughly 1,000 more than the “record” year of 2008.

Unfortunately, the news about the news gets worse.

As the miserable year of 2008 wore on, Smith found she needed to add a new map to her site. It was titled: “Out of Print.”

More than four dozen newspapers folded in 2008. Most were weeklies, such as Newbury, New Hampshire’s 185-year-old Argus Champion and the 100-year-old Orfordville Journal and Footville News in Wisconsin. But venerable dailies began shutting as well. The 86-year-old Albuquerque Tribune, which won the 1994 Pulitzer Prize for national reporting after revealing how the federal government injected plutonium into 18 human beings as part of a “Dr. Strangelove” experiment at the Walter E. Fernald State School, closed in February; The San Juan Star, a 49-year-old English-language daily that once employed Pulitzer Prize–winning author William Kennedy as its managing editor, gave up the ghost in August; The Eureka Reporter, whose evolution from a Web site into a freewheeling print daily had sparked an unprecedented newspaper war on the Redwood Coast of Northern California, folded a few days after the 2008 presidential election. When the Reporter closed, a keen observer of the Eureka scene bemoaned its disappearance. The Reporter, he explained, had forced the dominant paper in town, the Times-Standard, out of the complacency that can dumb down a small-city daily. “There is no question that the competitive environment made the Times-Standard a better newspaper,” declared Dean Singleton, with no sense of irony. Singleton is the owner of The Times-Standard and the founder of MediaNews Group, the fourthlargest newspaper company in the United States, and an outspoken champion of corporate newspapering. MediaNews Group is the corporate overseer of The Denver Post, The Detroit News, The Salt Lake Tribune and 50 other dailies.26

The dailies that closed in 2008 were, for the most part, the sort of papers that had been closing for years. The mortality rate was accelerating, to be sure, but the victims were predictable: afternoon dailies pegged to a pre-suburban nation; upstarts with dreams bigger than their wallets; smart, well-edited papers that lost their fights not on the newsstand but when they ended up on the losing end of the Frankenstein’s monster of  “newspaper preservation”: the network of urban joint operating agreements (JOA) that merged the non-journalistic operations of supposedly competing papers into messy monopolies. The JOA experiment was initiated in 1970’s Newspaper Preservation Act by then-president Richard Nixon at the behest of Hearst newspaper chain CEO Richard Berlin.27 The Albuquerque Tribune was the weak sister of the “Albuquerque Plan,” a Depression-era stretch of anti-trust laws that laid the outlines for ensuing JOAs.

By 2009, however, even the big dogs of JOA experimentation—which critics had long seen as a scheme to enrich big publishers rather than a real “Newspaper Preservation Act”—began to crumble, eliminating the great newspapers of America’s largest cities.28 The final edition of The Rocky Mountain News rolled off the presses February 27, 2009, with the flourish of a front-page “Goodbye, Colorado” editorial that noted the paper was “just 55 days shy of its 150th birthday.” It wasn’t only the front page of the Rocky that noted the news; the story “played” on the front pages of newspapers across the country. “Part of Denver’s Past, The Rocky Says Goodbye,”29 announced The New York Times, which returned several days later to report, in a piece headlined “In Denver, Residents Lament the Closing of a Newspaper,”30 a story in which only the names would need to be changed as it began to unfold in cities across the country:230 members of the paper’s editorial staff hastily packed up their desks and discarded files that had been meticulously kept for decades on the state’s most powerful people and companies, Coloradans who had not bought a newspaper in years scoured news racks for The Rocky’s last edition.

“I want one for sentimental value,” said Jason Perez, 36, a salesman, who said he had not subscribed to a Colorado newspaper in several years. “The Rocky has always been more integrated in the community than The Post. It’s the paper that talks straight to you. The Post is the more academic and aloof observer.”

Chatting with neighbors at the Stapleton Starbucks, Terrance D. Carroll, a Democrat who is the speaker of the Colorado House of Representatives, said he hated that Denver would not have two fiercely competing big dailies—even if The Rocky’s politics rarely squared with his.

“I’m afraid of the echo chambers that are emerging because more people are choosing to get their news only from sources that reinforce what they want to believe,” he said.





The spring of 2009 would create a lot of echo chambers.

When The Seattle Post-Intelligencer—which had once counted Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt’s daughter, Anna, as an editor and novelists E. B. White, Frank Herbert and Tom Robbins as writers—printed its last edition on March 17, The New York Times ran a feature story on the symbol of the paper. The 30-foot neon globe wrapped in the slogan “It’s in the P-I” that decades earlier had been placed atop the newspaper’s waterfront building as a reminder that Seattle was and would always be a two-newspaper town spawned a nice headline: “In Seattle, the World Still Turns, a Beacon in Memory of a Lost Newspaper.” “The Globe’s long-term fate is unclear: for now, it will remain where it sits, spinning. In the end, of course, the Globe is only an inanimate object; it doesn’t live and breathe, say, the way a newspaper does,” Times writer Dan Barry gracefully noted.31

It fell to Ruth Teichroeb, an investigative reporter who had just lost her P-I job, to explain what disappears when a corporate bean counter closes the books on a living, breathing newspaper—even as its owners promise “an Internet-only news source . . . with a news staff of about 20 people rather than the 165 it had” as some kind of replacement. “The thing that’s always been closest to my heart is the P-I’s coverage of the underdog, people who are invisible,” mused Teichroeb, eerily foreshadowing the quotes to come as the foldings of The Tucson Citizen, The Ann Arbor News, The Claremont (New Hampshire) Eagle-Times and historic dailies and weeklies in cities across the country made the death of individual newspapers so commonplace that they were no longer all that newsworthy. “Those people who have the least voice in society are losing access to another part of the mainstream media.”32

Erica Smith kept the record, sticking black electronic pins in cities on her “Out of Print” map on the “Paper Cuts” site—more than 70 inserted from January 1 to Novemer 1 of 2009, with more guaranteed to come. And she added an “industry news” feature, with headlines like “Dark Days  at the Baltimore Sun” and “Will Philadelphia Be the Place Where the American Newspaper Dies?”

No one had to tell Smith her site was depressing. “Trust me—I know,” said the woman who on May 22, 2009, posted the news of 39 more layoffs at her own paper, the Post-Dispatch.

What had begun as “a curiosity” had become something painfully real. “Now co-workers, friends and other journalists and newspaper employees I know are being laid off,” noted Smith. “So, as cheesy as it sounds, I do the project for them and for the working journalists.”33

As journalists were laid off and newspapers cut back or shut down, the implications came into focus. Editor & Publisher published a special issue on the threat to the newsroom way back in 2007. Joe Strupp wrote,With thousands of job cuts in recent years, costly news coverage that includes two foreign wars, and ever-escalating demands for Web content, newspapers these days are being forced to do more with less. For some editors, that means cutting back coverage of some lower-tier stories. For reporters, it often means taking time that was once spent digging for stories or networking with sources and instead using it to crank out or update the latest Web scoop. Newsrooms are facing larger workloads, increased stress, and more hours spent in the office for the same old pay, all the while hoping that the increased demand, amid decreased help, does not result in a huge editing gaffe—or major missed story. So with newsrooms shrinking and corporate demands growing, the question inevitably must be asked, “What Gives?”





Editor & Publisher interviewed several dozen reporters and editors who described in often painful detail how the current pressures—both economic and journalistic—are affecting them.

Some editors claim the reduced workforce and increased needs are not hurting newsrooms, just requiring better organization and planning. Others admit they have had to abandon some beats entirely, and in a few cases, eliminate whole sections—not to mention foreign bureaus—to allow for the smaller staff and online push.34



By 2009, the optimistic editors who had tried to find some justification for the leaner, meaner look of their newsrooms had given up on looking for silver linings; in fact, many were, themselves, looking for jobs.

Investigative journalism was first on the endangered species list; it cost a great deal and required patience and experienced journalists to be done properly. “What it takes is time and money,” legendary investigative journalist Seymour Hersh explains. “I strike out one time in three.” “A skilled investigative reporter can cost a news organization more than $250,000 a year in salary and expenses for only a handful of stories. Single projects can sometimes take months or even years,” notes Harvard’s Jones. “This kind of reporting also often means incurring legal risks and the wrath of powerful interests.”35 This is anathema for media owners in the current situation, with, at times, life-or-death implications.

In 2009, for example, the Innocence Project, the extraordinary group that uses DNA testing to free prisoners, conceded that its entire approach was imperiled. It had depended upon professional journalists having the institutional credibility and resources to do the hard digging to turn up the evidence that would qualify a prisoner to have his or her case reviewed. Since 1992, 238 people in the United States, some of whom were sitting on death row, have been exonerated of crimes through DNA testing. “It’s extremely troubling; some of the leading investigative journalists in this country have been given golden parachutes or laid off,” said Barry Scheck, the Innocence Project’s cofounder. “When procedural mechanisms begin to fail, the press is the last resort for the public to find out the truth.” Without effective journalism, it was far more difficult, if not impossible, for the Innocence Project to advance cases. The consequences can only be regarded as barbaric.36

The success of the broader criminal justice system is premised to no small extent upon the existence of a press system to monitor trials and battle secrecy and injustice. “For the last four decades, maybe longer, citizens have been able to rely on small, medium and large news organizations, mostly newspapers, to fight their access battles on their behalf,” said Lucy Dalglish, the executive director of the Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press. These days, such work has “dried up.” A recent Supreme Court brief stated, “The days of powerful newspapers with  ample budgets appear to be numbered.” The Press-Enterprise of Riverside, Cal.—a newspaper long renowned for its campaigns to force trials to be open to the public—was so strapped for cash by 2009 that it no longer distributed free copies to its own city room employees while they were at work.37 The lights are going out in the halls of justice.

Science journalism also met the guillotine. To a greater extent than most areas of reporting, this one requires extensive training and a rare ability to translate complex concepts into popular prose and easily understood imagery. It is also of the utmost importance for citizens in explaining essential stories about the environment, technology, energy, public health epidemics (and pandemics like the recent swine flu outbreak) and healthcare in general. When CNN eliminated its entire science, space and technology unit in 2008, the field was left almost entirely to newspapers and magazines. Unfortunately, print publications were following the CNN route. As Sabin Russell, the award-winning medical writer for the San Francisco Chronicle, said about his cohort when he was laid off in March 2009, “We have not left journalism; journalism has left us.” When the Houston Chronicle laid off the space reporter who covered the Johnson Space Center (JSC) in 2009, one wag noted “there are now more people in space than there are reporters in the JSC newsroom.”38 The elimination of science beats and the abandonment of the expertise possessed by those who once worked those beats strikes a significant body blow to journalism and democracy. Even the best of the remaining (overworked) general-assignment reporters are ill-equipped to wade through the competing scientific and technical claims not only of scientists, but also of sophisticated public-relations operatives and the corporate interests they represent.

Whole sectors of our civic life, some long-neglected, some until recently well-covered, began to go dark in 2008 and 2009. Newspapers that years before had closed their foreign bureaus and eliminated their crack investigative operations began the warp-speed shuttering of their Washington bureaus. They called home, and in many cases laid off, the correspondents who had once prodded the politically powerful to answer questions from the whole of America regarding farm policy, industrial development, labor relations, higher education and all the issues that are  so easily lost in the groupthink and gossip-mongering of the capital.39 The Cox chain, publisher of The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, The Austin American-Statesman and 15 other papers, padlocked its D.C. bureau on April 1, 2009—a move that followed the closures of the respected Washington bureaus of Advance Publications (The Newark Star-Ledger, The Cleveland Plain Dealer and others); Copley Newspapers and its former flagship, The San Diego Union-Tribune; and the once strong regional dailies of Des Moines, Hartford, Houston, Pittsburgh, Salt Lake City, San Francisco and Toledo.

At the state level, where so many of the decisions about education, transportation and social services are made, it was just as bad. “Statehouse coverage is the bread and butter of a newspaper: unsexy and repetitive, but one of the foundations of a nutritional news diet,” observed media writer Belinda Luscombe in May 2009. “But unlike bread and butter, however, it can be expensive. Reporters have to monitor long, complicated funding debates—about schools and roads and health care—many of which do not result in front-page news. Uncovering corruption, incompetence or waste takes an inordinate amount of time and effort. As newsrooms and newspapers have become smaller, coverage of state politics has been among the first to get cut.”40

According to the American Journalism Review, the number of statehouse reporters in capitals across the country dropped from 524 in 2003 to 355 in 2009.41 Forty-four states had fewer reporters covering their governments. In California, a state with a scorching budget crisis, eight of the 15 papers that had covered the capital cut back on reporting. Copley News Service, The Bakersfield Californian and The Stockton Record simply shut their bureaus. In Illinois, where the governor was impeached and removed from office as part of a scandal that made national news, six of 10 papers with capital bureaus made cuts; three papers simply closed their bureaus. In Delaware, there is just one full-time statehouse bureau reporter left. In South Dakota, there are none.42

Similar patterns are playing out at county-government and city-hall bureaus, where the cuts have been deep. David Simon, who left his job as a Baltimore Sun reporter to make television shows like The Wire, told the U.S. Senate in May 2009: “The next 10 to 15 years will be halcyon  days for local corruption. It’s going to be a great time to be a corrupt politician.”43 Princeton media historian Paul Starr makes the same point: “Goodbye to the Age of Newspapers,” his piercing essay in The New Republic is titled, “and hello to a new era of corruption.”44 The question that demands an answer: can we allow our politicians to go unaccountable if Wall Street has decided there isn’t enough money to cover the activities of our elected officials and government agencies?

Even this does not do justice to the gravity of the situation, as it may suggest to some that the problem is primarily local in character or that it is largely in front of us. In fact, we are far along on this crisis of unaccountable leadership, secrecy, corruption and hollowed-out democracy, with the news media having played all too complicit a role. This crisis is represented by industrial bailouts that receive scant scrutiny by members of Congress, let alone the voters, and wars launched on the basis of fantasy rather than fact. It both creates and responds to a demoralized and disengaged citizenry, the very existence of which is an affront to our news media and its self-image as a democratic institution. If what remains of our news media disappears or survives in flaccid form, matters will get worse, possibly much worse, but enough of the crisis is already present to make this concern anything but hypothetical.45




Why the Crisis?

If we are going to get out of this mess, we had better figure out how we got here in the first place. What is killing newspapers and, more broadly, all of commercial journalism as we have known it? The conventional wisdom emphasizes two factors. First, and by far the most important, is the emergence of the Internet to revolutionize communication and blow up the business model of newspaper publishing.46

The Internet undermines newspapers in many ways, the argument goes, and in combination they prove fatal. First, the Internet is taking away classified advertising, until recently a large source of income for newspapers. In 2000, daily newspapers received nearly $20 billion from classifieds. Even in a shrinking revenue pie, classifieds fell from 40 percent of all newspaper-advertising revenues in 1999 to 22 percent in 2009. At the present rate  of decline—classified-ad revenues fell 42 percent in the first quarter of 2009—classified advertising will barely exist for newspapers in 2012.47

Second, the Internet has taken away readers, who can find online, for free, much of the newspaper journalism and media content they might want. A whole generation is used to getting its journalism this way . . . and not paying for it. A study by Harvard’s Thomas Patterson published in 2007 determined that a measly 16 percent of Americans aged 18–30 regularly read a daily newspaper, well under half the percentage of over–30 Americans who were regular newspaper readers.48 There is no reason to expect any of these young people to begin paying for print newspapers after they turn 30.49 (Indeed, we are certain that updates in the years to come will document a steady decrease from 2007 levels.) The parents and grandparents of the digital generation are getting in on the act, too. This means that traditional display advertising is also jumping ship, especially since advertisers had no commitment to supporting journalism per se.

Third, the Internet is a radically less expensive means of production and distribution; once the revenues begin to fall, it is awfully hard to justify raising enormous sums simply to produce hard copies of what can be produced at a fraction of the expense online. But since you can’t sell the product or make a profit online, daily newspapers are cooked.

By this logic, the fate of newspapers, and all “old media” commercial journalism for that matter, is irreversible due to the technology. It is only a matter of time. Newspapers are the horse and buggy, and the Internet is the automobile. “Newspapers are going to die,” Jeff Jarvis writes. “We are undergoing a millennial transformation from the industrial, mass economy to what comes next. Disruption and destruction are inevitable.”50

The second factor that is getting a lot of blame for what ails newspapering is the economic recession/depression. Hard times did not create a new crisis for publishers; rather, they collapsed a process that might have taken many more years into many months. Advertising tends to be a cyclical business expense; during boom times it grows faster than the economy and during slumps it comes to what seems like, to newspapers, a screeching halt. The timing could not be worse. Newspapers find their advertising revenues plummeting, and many of them have taken considerable debt to  pay off the acquisitions they made in recent years, based upon assumed values for the acquired newspapers that were far greater than the values of those media today. It has been a recipe for disaster.

We examine this issue of the future of advertising and journalism in greater detail in Chapter 2; for present purposes, note that The New York Times’ advertising revenues plunged 45 percent from 2006 to 2009.51 In those three years, the ratio of advertising revenue to circulation income fell from 2 to 1 to 1 to 1. By the second half of 2009, in what the Columbia Journalism Review deemed a “landmark event,” circulation revenues topped advertising income for the Times for the first time in the newspaper’s august history. And it is not like circulation is exactly shooting through the roof.52 The concern, probably closer to a conviction, is that when the economy finally begins to grow again—if the recovery is strong, which is a very a big “if”—many advertisers will not return to those newspapers that remain.

The economic crisis contributed to the country’s great regional dailies—The Chicago Tribune, The Los Angeles Times, The Minneapolis Star Tribune , The Philadelphia Inquirer—all declaring bankruptcy. And the talk was no longer of restructuring papers to meet the new challenges of the 21st century; the speculators in many cases were really just interested in selling off the scrap (downtown buildings and printing plants, television stations and sports stadiums) that could be pulled from the wreckage. Even the “quality” companies were preparing to shoot the wounded. With The San Francisco Chronicle losing a reported $1 million a week, Hearst Newspapers talked about closing the 12th-largest paper in the country and leaving one of the nation’s leading media markets without a metropolitan daily.53 The New York Times Company, having spent far more than it could afford to buy The Boston Globe, briefly threatened to shutter the Globe, the 14th-largest paper in the country.54

By fall 2009 the optimists were pointing to signs that the effects of the recession were lessening and suggesting that there would soon be an uptick in advertising buys, albeit a tepid one.55 What was striking, however, was that the same newspapers that featured headlines about economic recovery were continuing to layoff reporters. There is little sense that any significant number of news media will begin to hire back laid-off journalists; the  hope is mostly that the rate of lay-offs might slow down or, in a best-case scenario, stop for a while, maybe until the next recession.

But that seems to be a false hope. Consider the recent history of the aforementioned 144-year-old San Francisco Chronicle, one of the nation’s largest and most well-known regional dailies. In 2007, the Hearst chain that owns the paper announced that it would cut 25 percent of the remaining newsroom staff at a paper that had already been downsizing. Tom Rosenstiel, the director of the Washington-based Project for Excellence in Journalism, described that slashing of jobs as “one of the biggest one-time hits we’ve heard about anywhere in the country.” “That’s not just trimming fat, that’s an amputation. That’s losing a limb,” added Rosenstiel, who explained that “25 percent of what goes on in the Bay Area won’t be covered. It will happen in the dark...” And it just kept getting darker. In August, 2008, plans were announced to eliminate 100 more jobs. “They’re cutting deep into muscle, sinew and bone now,” said Newspaper Guild representative Carl Hall. By the spring of 2009, a newspaper that had started the decade with 575 newsroom employees was down to 275. It was getting even darker. Then, on September 1, 2009, Editor & Publisher magazine reported that Chronicle managers had met with Guild representatives to discuss plans for a new round of job cuts, and there were predictions that the newsroom would finish the decade with only about a third of the reporters and editors it had at the start. And if that’s not dark enough, the owners of the paper were still suggesting that they might just close it down altogether—leaving, as we mentioned above, one of the nation’s largest media markets without a metro daily newspaper or a newsroom sufficient in size to tell its stories.56

By the logic of the conventional wisdom, if the Internet had never come along and our economy was flush, newspapers and commercial journalism would be doing just fine, thank you. In fact, the evidence is very much to the contrary. Newspapers and much of commercial journalism have been in a pronounced and growing crisis for at least two decades. It is only because the crisis was not apparent in corporate profits that it received inadequate attention. What the Internet and the economic downturn have done is simply make the final push against an already tottering giant.

We should be clear: eventually the Internet and digital revolution are going to bring ink-and-paper newspapers and all traditional commercial news media to their knees. It is in the process of doing so to all major media industries, from book publishing and recorded music to radio and television.57 But the way it is happening now, and therefore what we have to be mindful of as we address the crisis, owes significantly to the long-standing tensions in commercial journalism.

In Chapter 3 we chronicle the historical development of commercial newspaper publishing, and the strains that are built into the process. We’ll discuss the origins of professional journalism, a recent development intended, in part, to make the marriage of commercialism and journalism in the public interest successful. For the purposes of this chapter, we need only to emphasize one reality about the commercial system: central to it has always been a strong tendency toward concentration—i.e., one-news-paper towns or, at best, duopolies—which produced massive profits but also a certain editorial lethargy. (As one economist puts it, “Economic theory predicts that when two opponents face off, the winning strategy for both entails their becoming almost identical.”58) From 1904 to 1947, newspaper circulation rose 56 percent in America, with growth continuing even as radio took shape as a major force and television began to appear on the horizon. From 1947 to 1998, newspaper circulation fell 44 percent. Few doubt that television was a factor. But even before television took hold, newspapers were consolidating and sales were declining. The number of newspapers sold per person in the United States has been in decline since the late 1940s, and real circulation numbers, after remaining relatively steady from the 1950s to the 1980s, have been trending downward since 1987. Fewer Americans read a daily newspaper today than in 1950, yet the population of the United States has more than doubled.59

Chart 2 demonstrates daily newspaper circulation per 100,000 people from 1950 to 2008. Chart 3 demonstrates the percentage of all media advertising that went to daily newspapers from 1950 to 2009.

These charts confirm the severity of the present crisis, but they also demonstrate that the problems have been building for decades, and were already striking long before the Internet was imagined. Consider youth newspaper readership. Before the 1970s, people aged 18–30 read daily  newspapers at close to the same levels as did older Americans. The percentage of under–30 newspaper readers began to fall around that time and was a well-established fact long before the World Wide Web.61 “The Internet cannot be faulted for the decline in news interest by young Americans,” concludes Patterson.62 In other words, newspapers were losing their hold on readers young and old for other reasons. The turn to radio and television is part of the answer, of course, but that fails to explain why many western European nations did not see similar declines.63
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CHART 2. Total Circulation of Daily Newspapers Per 100,000 People, 1950–200860

 

A crucial part of the answer can be found by actually looking at newspapers. Go back and read a daily newspaper published in a medium-size American city in the late 1960s and 1970s, and you will be surprised by the rich mix of international, national and local news coverage and by the frequency with which “outsiders”—civil-rights campaigners, antiwar activists and consumer advocates like Ralph Nader—ended up on the front page. Newspapers often actually exposed readers to new ideas, different perspectives and real possibilities—as opposed to weather re-ports,  celebrity gossip, syndicated fare and exercise tips. By the early 1990s—before the Internet was a factor—the same newspaper likely would appear lifeless by comparison.65

[image: 006]

CHART 3. Percentage of All Media Advertising Going to Newspapers, 1950–200964

 

What happened? The big change came in the late 1970s and 1980s, when large corporate chains accelerated the long-term trend to gobble up daily newspapers. Family owners sold for a variety of reasons and corporations came in to milk the cash cow. The corporations paid top dollar to get these profit machines, and they were dedicated to maximizing their return. They quickly determined that one way to increase profits even more was to slice into the editorial budget; in a monopoly there is little pressure to do otherwise, and with the money flowing, who has time to worry about the long-term implications? David Simon explained to the Senate in May of 2009:When locally based family-owned newspapers like the Sun were consolidated into publicly owned newspaper chains, an essential dynamic, an  essential trust between journalism and the community served by that journalism was betrayed. Economically, the disconnect is now obvious. What do newspaper executives in Los Angeles or Chicago care whether readers in Baltimore have a better newspaper, especially when you can make more money putting out a mediocre paper than a worthy one? Where family ownership might have been content with ten or 15 percent profit, the chains demanded double that and more. And the cutting began, long before the threat of new technology was ever sensed.66





It was then, at a point when they were still swimming in profits, that managers began to balance their books and to satisfy the demand from investors for ever-increasing returns by cutting journalists and shutting news bureaus. Stock prices built up expectations for continually massive earnings so there could be no letup, or a CEO might walk the plank. As far back as 1983, legendary reporter Ben Bagdikian warned publishers that if they continued to water down their journalism and replace it with less-expensive but also less-necessary fluff, they would undermine their raison d’être and fail to cultivate younger readers. But corporate newspaper owners abandoned any responsibility to maintain the franchise. By the late 1980s and early 1990s, prominent journalists and editors like Jim Squires, Penn Kimball, John McManus and Doug Underwood were criticizing the field and sometimes leaving it in disgust at the contempt corporate management displayed toward journalism.67 By the end of the decade, the exodus was more like a torrent.

This point deserves elaboration. The 1990s were a period of tremendous profitability for newspapers (and broadcast networks) and of relatively rapid growth for the economy. It was also a decade of considerable population growth. The Internet was a huge deal on Wall Street but had yet to do much more than hypothetical damage to journalism business models. Yet from 1992 to 2002 the editorial side was marked by the reduction of 6,000 broadcast and newspaper jobs.68 At the dawn of the new century, leading editors and observers were vocal, at times almost apoplectic, in their alarm at the policies that were devastating newsrooms. 69 In 2001 a team of leading journalists and scholars concluded, “Newspapers are increasingly a reflection of what the advertisers tell the  newspapers some of us want, which is what the financial markets tell the newspapers they want.”70 It was clear that this was a recipe for disaster; at the least it had no long-term future.

The collapse of coverage of so many vital areas of our public life that we now recognize actually began to accelerate in the 1990s. For instance, that decade was especially devastating for science journalism. “The conglomerates had a different plan—more revenue, low cost, rising stock prices,” a report on the state of science journalism observed. Between 1989 and 2005—before the Internet-Great Recession crisis—the number of daily newspapers with weekly science section shrunk from 95 to 34. And, as the report observes, “many of the remaining sections shifted to softer health, fitness and ‘news you can use’ coverage, reflecting the apparent judgment that more thorough science or science policy coverage just doesn’t support itself economically.” The authors warn, “For a disturbing glimpse of what to expect from a media world with vastly fewer trained science journalists, we need only recount how much of the press managed to bungle the most important science-related story of our time: global warming.”71

Bagdikian started talking about what he saw as a tipping point, where newspapers needed to start lowering profit projections and raising quality if they wanted to survive. He won a following among media critics and smart commentators, but not among media-company executives. As they measured the indicators of the implosion, former Washington Post executive editor Leonard Downie Jr. and Post associate editor Robert Kaiser put a practical spin on Bagdikian’s warning: “A great news organization is difficult to build and tragically easy to disassemble.”72 But no one in the business listened because, of course, when the speculators took over it ceased to be anything but a business. The great disassembling went into full swing. By the end of the 1990s the number of foreign correspondents working for American newspapers and television networks had already been decimated, as had the number of investigative reporters. 73 (And, in 2010, 1999 really does look like the good old days!)

To be more concrete, consider the findings of the Project for Excellence in Journalism in 2006 on the changes in Philadelphia’s journalism over the past three decades: In some cities, the numbers alone tell the story. There are roughly half as many reporters covering metropolitan Philadelphia, for instance, as in 1980. The number of newspaper reporters there has fallen from 500 to 220. The pattern at the suburban papers around the city has been similar, though not as extreme. The local TV stations, with the exception of Fox, have cut back on traditional news coverage. The five AM radio stations that used to cover news have been reduced to two. As recently as 1990, the Philadelphia Inquirer had 46 reporters covering the city. Today it has 24.74





What that translates to is this: if we assume that Inquirer reporters work normal schedules, there are substantial portions of any given week when fewer than five journalists provide the primary coverage for a city of 1.4 million people. Major news stories are going untold. Vast stretches of a metropolis are being neglected. And the reporter-to-population ratio will soon worsen, as plans are implemented to cut up to 17 percent of remaining editorial jobs. More significant, as Ed Herman, professor emeritus at the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School and an expert not just on the media but on Philadelphia, told us, the sense of civic connection that should be nurtured by a great newspaper is instead fraying. “Newspapers were once thought to bring communities together. That’s not the case anymore,” he said. “People aren’t stupid. They recognize when their local newspaper loses interest in them as anything but consumers of advertisements.”75

By the beginning of the 2000s newsrooms were already well into a downward spiral of demoralization. Harvard’s Howard Gardner led a team of researchers that published a long-term study of journalists in 2001, finding that journalists were “overwhelmed” by the commercial pressures on their craft, and regarded contemporary journalism a “nightmare.” They despaired because they were not “allowed to pursue the mission that inspired them to enter the field.”76 The Columbia Journalism Review published the results of a survey of TV news directors at the same time that concluded that, due overwhelmingly to commercial factors, “pessimism rules in TV newsrooms.”77

David Simon, who holds out less hope than we do for Web-based reporting to fill the void, does not blame the Internet. “Anyone listening  carefully may have noted that I was brought out of my reporting position in 1995,” he explained to the Senate, adding:That’s well before the internet began to threaten the industry, before Craigslist and department store consolidation gutted the ad base, before any of the current economic conditions applied. In fact, when newspaper chains began cutting personnel and content, the industry was one of the most profitable yet discovered by Wall Street. We know now, because bankruptcy has opened the books, that the Baltimore Sun was eliminating its afternoon edition and trimming nearly a hundred reporters and editors in an era when the paper was achieving 37 percent profits.

In short, my industry butchered itself, and we did so at the behest of Wall Street and the same unfettered free market logic that has proven so disastrous for so many American industries. Indeed, the original sin of American newspapering lies in going to Wall Street in the first place.





When the Internet came along as a significant force, newspapers were already heading due south. And they were doing so by downsizing journalism. People, especially young people, were not irrational when they elected to stop (or never start) reading papers. The Internet only accelerated the process and gave it an inexorable logic.

The late syndicated columnist Molly Ivins reflected on the demise of her industry near the end of her life. “What really pisses me off,” she said, is “this most remarkable business plan: Newspaper owners look at one another and say, ‘Our rate of return is slipping a bit; let’s solve that problem by making our product smaller and less helpful and less interesting’.”78 Legendary journalism professor Philip Meyer recalls how he endeavored…to convince the owners and managers of newspapers of the futility of cutting the quality of their products in an attempt to maintain monopoly profits after their monopoly was gone, It was an argument that might seem obvious to news-editorial people, but it was not so apparent to accountants and advertisers: that product quality is necessary for sustained profitability.79





Whether we can place the blame on dumb or greedy owners is irrelevant at this point. It seems more logical to blame a system that makes it rational to pursue near-term profit maximization and let some other chump sacrifice sure-thing profits to grow the readership for risky down-the-road profits. At any rate, nearly all the major news-media owners pursued the same course, so the point is moot. (In the 2009 second edition of The Vanishing Newspaper , Meyer concedes “that horse has left the barn. The destruction of the traditional mass-market newspaper could be irreversible.”80) We do not doubt that if we could have replaced all the corporate-media CEOs with different people, they would have pursued essentially the same approaches, with more or less the same consequences—and if they deviated from the course, they would have lost their jobs.

The one thing we do know is that at the same time as they gutted newsrooms and dumbed down their own papers, the corporate-media CEOs were fattening their personal bank accounts big-time. Chart 4 chronicles how the ratio between the average salary of a leading news-media CEO to a reporter/editor changed from 1970 to the present, tracking the same 13 major newspaper and broadcast newsrooms across four decades, and accounting for their newer and larger corporate owners.

The colossal megadeals of 1999 and 2000 inflate the average salaries for that period, even using five-year averages. Put another way, the average media CEO salary in 1976 for the firms we tracked was $300,000. In 1986 it was $1 million. In 1996 it was $3.4 million. In 2006 it was $11.4 million. In fiscal 2009 it was $15.5 million. Had media CEO salaries risen from 1976 to 2006 at the same rate as the average salary of reporters and editors increased over those three decades, we would be living in a very different world. In that case the media CEO would have enjoyed a salary of $780,000 in 2006. It is also worth noting that the widening gap between average CEO compensation and average worker salary took place across the entire private economy during these years, though it was more severe in the news media industries since the mid 1990s. The overall average CEO-average worker compensation ratio was 29–1 in 1970, and grew to 275–1 in 2007.81

During this period journalism increasingly became a province of large corporations. Chart 5 demonstrates the increase in the number of Fortune 500 firms that had significant broadcast news, newsmagazine or  daily-newspaper operations since 1960. The growth in the 1970s and 1980s was followed by decline and stagnation since 1990. This is a bit misleading as more firms with news media holdings rank among the 100 largest firms today than has been the case ever before.
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CHART 4. Ratio of Average Salaries of CEOs in Leading News Media Firms to Average Salaries of Editors and Reporters, 1970–2009 (Five-year averages, except 1970)82

 

Media conglomerates also found money to pour into campaign contributions and lobbying for federal policy shifts that would allow them to merge with competitors to have more monopoly power. The NAA and industry lobbyists have been pushing for years for the elimination of the Federal Communications Commission’s newspaper/broadcast crossownership ban, which prohibits ownership by a single firm of a newspaper and television and radio stations in the same market. Newspaper owners argue that with the ban lifted, they could cut costs by having the same journalists produce online and print reports and appear on company-owned radio and TV news programs. In the few cities where the crossownership model has been tried, however, there is no evidence to suggest that it produces better journalism or a more informed public.83 Instead  it makes the few remaining reporters busier, leaving them with less time for what Washington Post veteran and Pulitzer Prize winner David Maraniss says is the most important work of journalism: thinking.85

[image: 008]

CHART 5. Number of Top 500 Firms with Interests in Broadcast News, Newsmagazines or Daily Newspapers, 1960–2008 (Five-year moving averages)84

 

The development of corporate newspapering undermined one of the strongest defenses of the commercial media system: that it would provide the structural independence necessary to let the press criticize the government and politicians without fear of punishment or retribution. Corporations like Gannett would boast that the larger and wealthier they became, the more leverage they had to protect the free press from the government’s sword of Damocles. The evidence is now in on this argument: instead of greater independence it has created a fantastic conflict of interest. Although this “independence” claim has greater credibility for smaller private firms in competitive markets, giant monopolistic media corporations are closely tied to the government in numerous ways, and depend upon the state for policies, regulations and subsidies that directly and substantially affect their profitability. The track record  shows that profits come first, and journalism finishes a distant second. We are willing to bet that for every dollar the news media–owning corporations have spent battling against government secrecy, or to support a campaign to get an independent journalist released from some foreign prison, they have spent hundreds, perhaps thousands, of dollars to bankroll politicians, produce public relations and lobby for favorable commercial regulations. So much for the independent Fourth Estate.

In the next section we discuss the long-standing tension between the editorial integrity of the newsroom and the desire of news media owners to maximize profits. In the corporate era a new twist was added to that tension: for the first time journalism was housed in enormous corporations with vast holdings across mass media and sometimes non-media sectors. There emerged patterns of periodic corporate pressure to see that news division promote the broader profit interests of the parent corporations with their myriad of holdings, even if the editorial integrity of the news operation was compromised. Sometimes this pressure leads news operations to go easy on an administration or politician the corporation needs to be on good terms with to secure the policies and subsidies it desired.86 Exhibit A in this regard is corporate media coverage of the run-up to the invasion of Iraq in 2002 and 2003.87 Sometimes it means going easy on some dubious venture the corporation is involved in, or otherwise assisting its chances for maximizing profits. The pressure is applied subtly; more often than not, successful editors and reporters tend to internalize the necessary values so no pressure is necessary. At other times, the pressures can be explicit.88 The effect is that the news is altered, unbeknownst to the public, in a manner it would never had been had the newsroom been independent and freestanding.

In the summer of 2009, this problem was brought into the open by a scandal that involved some of the biggest names in cable news. News Corp. Chairman Rupert Murdoch (owner of Fox News) and General Electric Chairman Jeffrey Immelt (owner of MSNBC) reportedly agreed after a private summit meeting not to have some of their news programs criticize each other’s programs and the activities of the parent corporations. Murdoch was apparently concerned that MSNBC’s Keith Olbermann routinely criticized Fox’s Bill O’Reilly for his casual relationship to the truth, in a  manner filled with sarcasm and contempt. It is worth noting that this criticism, as far as we can tell, was almost always accurate, and Olbermann’s program did much to educate viewers about what bad journalism, hypocrisy and propaganda look like. This type of blunt deconstruction of lousy journalism had been all but absent from commercial TV news prior to Olbermann. It was also popular with viewers and commercially lucrative for MSNBC. Olbermann had been one of the only commercial cable journalists to take on the Bush Administration’s lies directly during the middecade period when most of the media was still giving the former president a pass. Along with his fellow MSNBC host Rachel Maddow, Olbermann was proving by 2009 that corporations could produce critical cable journalism without any strings attached, as long as the profits kept flowing.89

O’Reilly did not respond to Olbermann’s criticism by defending his work, which would have possibly generated a valuable public debate over journalism. Instead, O’Reilly elected to criticize GE as an unpatriotic firm, pointing to its work in Iran, much to Chairman Immelt’s displeasure. (Although General Electric warrants much more critical analysis than it receives in the news media, O’Reilly’s criticism was of the opportunistic potshot variety, as far as we can tell.) Immelt’s office was being flooded with criticism from irate Fox viewers—some of whom descended upon a GE shareholders meeting—which Immelt did not regard as helpful to the company. Apparently, as a result of the deal hammered out by Murdoch and Immelt, which one employee said meant “fewer headaches on the corporate side,” Olbermann discontinued his frequent criticism of both Rupert Murdoch and O’Reilly’s version of journalism on June 1, 2009. Likewise, Fox News employees were told to “be fair” to GE by their bosses.90 Olbermann had criticized O’Reilly 40 times on air from February to May 2009, and had made O’Reilly one of his “worst persons in the world” 23 times. In June and July of the same year, O’Reilly received only one negative mention (on June 1) and never made the worst-persons list. Moreover, Olbermann criticized Rupert Murdoch 25 times on his program between February and May 2009, and only once in June and July. Conversely, O’Reilly went from making 27 negative mentions of General Electric during the period from February to May 2009, to making just two such remarks in June and none in July.91

When the scandal broke in August, Olbermann denied being party to any deal, and announced that he had elected to stop criticizing O’Reilly independent of what Immelt and Murdoch had agreed upon, though no one denied that the CEO summit meeting took place with the resulting agreement.92 Olbermann immediately made both O’Reilly and Murdoch “worst persons” and suggested whatever deal Immelt and Murdoch had made did not include him. But the point here is not about Olbermann or O’Reilly; it is about corporate CEOs who treat journalism as a chip to be played in the pursuit of profit. It is about the corporate environment with which journalists have to contend.

We find it difficult to avoid the conclusion reached by Glenn Greenwald. “If corporations that own media outlets engage in quid pro quos to prevent critical reporting about one another, then large corporations—which own the Congress and control regulatory agencies—have no checks imposed on them at all.”93 General Electric, the top-spending corporate lobby, is an especially striking example. “The company has spent $187 million on lobbying over the past decade, 44% more than runner-up Northrup Grumman,” according to a 2009 report in the Washington Examiner. “Why? Because no other company is so intimately tied up with government.”94 As Greenwald concludes: “Media outlets controlled by large corporations and all of their conflicting interests, not only have proven largely ineffective at serving as an adversarial check on the government, but worse, have become mindless amplifiers of government claims.”95




What About Professional Journalism?

The logic of much of our argument to this point might suggest we are keen to return to a purported Golden Age of journalism, say, back in the 1970s, when editorial budgets were plump, journalists ruled the roost and owners were benevolent, reasonably compensated, solely concerned with journalism and civic-minded.96 After all, this was the era when journalists brought down a crooked president, uncovered CIA crimes and exposed the dangers inherent in the nuclear energy industry. We do admire much about this period, but it was far from perfect; at the same time the mainstream press was alarmed when the Nixon administration broke laws against the  Democratic Party in Watergate, it mostly turned a blind eye to far more egregious illegal attacks on lawful antiwar, civil-rights and socialist groups. Working journalists themselves were sometimes highly critical of the field’s shortcomings, exemplified in the late 1960s and early 1970s movement for “journalism reviews.”97 The truth is that there never was a Golden Age. At any rate, it would be impossible to wave a magic wand and return young readers and advertisers to the fold even if we wanted to turn back the clock.

What people generally mean when they invoke the era in the mid–1970s when Robert Redford and Dustin Hoffman were playing newsmen in the movies is that professional standards were high, and newsrooms had considerable autonomy from the interests of owners and advertisers. Former editor Alex Jones offers this nostalgic vision of newspapers in the 1970s:At a newspaper, the publisher is the ultimate boss, but the editor was king in the newsroom—a place that in those days most publishers treated with caution or even awe. While the publisher had the ultimate authority, to veto an important decision by the editor would have been like the president of the United States countermanding the order of a general on the field of battle. A publisher’s nightmare was that the editor might quit on principle, and editors felt their strength.98





This situation applied not just to print news, but to broadcast as well.

We believe professionalism per se has considerable merit, and will be a necessary component of a healthy journalism going forward. But we also believe professionalism has been distorted under commercial auspices—unlike Jones, apparently, even back in the “good old days”—and the record makes clear a healthy professionalism is incompatible with corporate culture. It needs a new home, and a fresh start. As we discuss in Chapter 4, this fresh start in the United States can and should borrow from the International Federation of Journalists’ Ethical Journalism Initiative, which was developed by journalists and media professionals “to restore values and mission to their profession. It aims to strengthen press freedom, reinforce quality journalism and consolidate editorial independence.”99

It is important to understand that there is nothing inevitable or “natural” about the type of professional journalism that emerged in the United States in the last century. The professional news values that came to dominate in this country were contested; the journalists’ union, the Newspaper Guild, in the 1930s unsuccessfully attempted to have a nonpartisan journalism that was far more critical of all people in power, and viewed itself as the agent of people outside of power, to “afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted,” as Dunne’s saying goes. It regarded journalism as a third force independent of both government and big business, and wanted to prohibit publishers from having any control over the content of the news. As the leading history of the formation of the Guild reports: “The idea that the Guild could rebalance the power struggle between public and publisher through a new kind of stewardship of freedom of the press became a core tenet of their mission as an organization.”100 (In our view this remains a compelling vision of journalism, worthy of being a portion of a good news system, and is still practiced today by some of our best journalists.)

This practice of journalism was anathema to most publishers, who wanted no part of aggressive reporting on their fellow business owners or the politicians they routinely worked with and relied upon for their businesses to be successful. They also were never going to sign away their direct control over the newsroom; editors and reporters had their autonomy strictly at the owner’s discretion. The resulting professionalism was to the owners’ liking, for the most part, and more conducive to their commercial and political needs.

The core problem with professional journalism as it crystallized was that it relied far too heavily upon official sources (i.e., people in power) as the appropriate agenda setters for news and as the “deciders” with regard to the range of legitimate debate in our political culture. This removed some of the controversy from the news, and it made the news less expensive to produce. It didn’t cost much to put reporters where people in political power congregate and report on what they say—certainly a lot less than it cost to send those same reporters around the world on a mission to determine whether the officials in Washington were telling the truth. This gave the news an “establishment” tone. It made reporters careful  about antagonizing those in power, upon whom they depended for “access” to their stories.101 Chris Hedges, the former New York Times Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter, describes the reliance on official sources this way: “It is a dirty quid pro quo. The media get access to the elite as long as the media faithfully report what the elite wants reported. The moment that quid pro quo breaks down, reporters—real reporters—are cast into the wilderness and denied access.”102 And it meant that people outside of power had less influence, or that their influence was determined to a certain extent by how people in power regarded them.103

This fundamental limitation of professional journalism does not manifest itself in the coverage of those issues where there is rich and pronounced debate between or within leading elements of the dominant political parties. Then journalists have a good deal of room to maneuver and professional standards can work to assure factual accuracy, balance and credibility. There tend to be fewer problems in robust political eras, like the 1960s, when mass political movements demand the attention and respect of the powerful.

The real problem with professional journalism becomes evident when political elites do not debate an issue and march in virtual lockstep. In such a case, professional journalism is, at best, ineffectual, and, at worst, propagandistic. This has often been the case in U.S. foreign policy, where both parties are beholden to an enormous global military complex, and accept the right of the United States, and the United States alone, to invade countries when it suits U.S. interests.104 In matters of war and foreign policy, journalists who question the basic assumptions and policy objectives and who attempt to raise issues no one in either party wishes to debate are considered “ideological” and “unprofessional.” This has a powerful disciplinary effect upon journalists.105 Among other things, the genius of newsroom professionalism is that it tends to make editors and reporters oblivious to the compromises with authority they routinely make.

So it was that, even in the glory days of 1960s journalism, our news media helped lead us into the Vietnam war, despite the fact that dubious claims from the government could in many cases have been easily challenged and exposed.106 Such, writes journalist John Pilger, was “the insidious  power of the dominant propaganda.”107 A great dissident Democrat, Oregon Senator Wayne Morse, for example, broke with both his own party and the Republicans to warn against imperialistic endeavors in places such as Vietnam. His perspective, which history has shown to be accurate, was marginalized in mainstream news media. Morse recognized the lack of critical coverage and debate in the news media were undermining popular involvement in foreign policy. “The American people need to be warned before it is too late about the threat which is arising as a result of monopolistic practices (in newspaper ownership.)”108

Another weakness built into professional journalism as it developed in the United States was that it opened the door to an enormous public-relations industry that was eager to provide reporters with material on their clients. Press releases and packets came packaged to meet the requirements of professional journalism, often produced by former journalists. The point of PR is to get the client’s message in the news so that it looks legitimate. The best PR is that which is never recognized for what it is. Although reporters generally understood the dubious nature of PR, and never embraced it, they had to work with it to get their work done. Publishers tended to love PR because it lowered the costs of production. The dirty secret of journalism is that a significant percentage of our news stories, in the 40–50 percent range, even at the most prestigious newspapers in the glory days of the 1970s, were based upon press releases. Even then, a surprising amount of the time these press releases were only loosely investigated and edited before publication.109 It meant that powerful interests could subtly determine what was covered in the news and how it was covered.

These weaknesses of professional journalism have only been magnified in the era of supersized corporate control. Since the late 1970s, commercial pressure has eroded much of the autonomy that professional journalism afforded journalism, and that had provided the basis for the best work done over the past 50 years. It has led to a softening of standards such that stories about sex scandals and celebrities have become more legitimate, because they make commercial sense: they are inexpensive to cover, attract audiences and give the illusion of controversy without ever threatening anyone in power. Mark Willes, the controversial publisher of  the prestigious Los Angeles Times in the 1990s, exemplified the corporate contempt for professional autonomy. He announced his intent to tear down the “Chinese wall between editors and business staffers” with “a bazooka if necessary.” He appointed a business manager to see that the editorial content would conform to the best commercial interests of the corporation.110 Willes also authorized the Times’s editorial staff to formally meet with representatives of the local PR community, so reporters would not have to waste time locating the proper PR agent.111 Willes’s shenanigans may represent the most extreme, and horrific, response to the challenges faced by modern newspapers. But the power of public relations is such that the PR industry—and the powerful interests it represents—really do not need pliant editors anymore.

As editorial staffs shrink, there is less ability for news media to interrogate and counter the claims in press releases. And powerful interests will be better positioned than ever to produce self-promotional “information”—better described as “propaganda”—that can masquerade as “news.” The technology actually makes it easier. A major development in the past decade has been video news releases, PR-produced news stories that are often run as if they were legitimate journalism on local TV news broadcasts. The stories invariably promote the products of the corporation which funds the work surreptitiously.112

Often the people who move into public relations come from the ranks of journalism, thereby muddying the waters of editorial integrity that much more. With the current collapse of newsrooms, expect much more of this in the future. Journalist Richard Wolffe, for example, left his position at Newsweek, where he covered the Obama presidential campaign, to become a Washington D.C.-based PR agent working for major corporations in 2009.113 Wolffe appears as an “expert” on news programs, even guest hosting programs on MSNBC, though his fulltime employment at “Public Strategies, Inc.” was never mentioned, and Wolffe refused to state which firms he was advising.114 To MSNBC’s credit, Wolffe was taken off the roster once this news was publicized. But one is left to wonder why MSNBC was unaware of Wolffe’s employment prior to the negative publicity.115 Wolffe embodies the new direction of “journalism,” in an era where traditional “separation of church and state” editorial integrity seems to be increasingly  quaint. “The idea that journalists are somehow not engaged in corporate activities is not really in touch with what’s going on. Every conversation with journalists is about business models and advertisers,” Wolffe stated, recalling that, on the day after the 2008 election, Newsweek sent him to Detroit to deliver a speech to advertisers. “You tell me where the line is between business and journalism,” he said.117
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CHART 6. Estimated Employment of Editors, Reporters and Announcers in the Newspaper, Radio and Television Industries, and Public Relations Specialists and Managers Per 100,000 People, 1980–2009116

 

Chart 6 compares the number of public-relations officials with working journalists per 100,000 people from 1980 to 2009. To be clear, not all PR people work on influencing the news, but this gives a sense of the changing balance of power. And it reminds us that even as journalism shrinks, the “news” will still exist. It will increasingly be provided by tens of thousands of well-paid and skilled PR specialists ready and determined to explain the world to the citizenry, in a manner that suits their corporate and government employers.

The most important compromise is one almost never discussed: one of the central outstanding tenets of professional journalism was that it produced a product of value to the entire citizenry, that news was important to rich and poor equally and that everyone had a stake in understanding the affairs of the day. The lives of poor people and working-class people had as much value and importance as the lives of middle-class and rich people. Unless this was the case, professional journalism had at best a tenuous claim to being a democratic institution. Most people who enter journalism carry this as a core value. This value came into immediate and constant conflict with the corporate desire to create a product that appeals to the affluent consumers that are attractive to advertisers. Daily newspapers (and all of commercial journalism) have shifted decidedly to provide a product aimed at the middle and upper classes.

In the United States matters of class and race are intertwined, as people of color are found disproportionately among the poor and working class. Even at the height of the “Golden Age,” the Kerner Commission highlighted how the racism of the mainstream press was a key factor in making racial segregation possible, and a peaceful resolution of legitimate grievances more difficult.118 A constant challenge for daily newspapers has been to raise the deplorably low level of journalists of color in their newsrooms. To the industry’s credit, gains had been made in the past two decades, but the present crisis threatens the recent progress. More than 42 percent of newspaper newsrooms now employ no journalists of color whatsoever.119

Along with commercial pressures to appeal to the middle class, a lack of class diversity, especially among those who become editors, influences decisions about what a newspaper will cover. So it is not surprising that the labor beat, a core beat in the newsrooms of midsized or large daily newspapers in the United States from the 1930s to the 1960s, had all but ceased to exist by the 1990s. Recent research by Christopher Martin demonstrates that in the 1970s coverage of labor issues shifted from an emphasis on workers to a focus on how labor-management conflicts affected “upscale” consumers.120 Business journalism, on the other hand, skyrocketed, though the increases in  resources have done little for quality, if the coverage of the financial crisis or corporate crime is any indication. The virtual blackout of coverage of the epidemic growth of prisons in the United States—putting millions of largely nonviolent offenders, mostly poor and minority, behind bars—is an indicator of where poor people register in journalism’s firmament. Imagine if all those prisoners came from the upper middle class?121 Likewise, compare coverage of the auto-industry restructuring to that of the financial industry in 2008–09.122 Poor and working-class people are, for all intents and purposes, only newsworthy to the extent they get in the way of rich people.

Some indication of the class bias of our news media, and the basic problem before us, comes through a recent comprehensive comparative study of political knowledge by an international team of renowned scholars. 123 The rubber hits the road, so to speak, for a free press system when we measure the knowledge of its citizens. These scholars examined peer populations in Britain, Denmark, Finland and the United States, asking them a series of questions on dominant themes in the news in their nations. Their purpose was to assess how different types of media systems produce different outcomes. They found that commercial news-media systems tend to marginalize the poor and working class. We do not even need to entertain the issue of causality or correlation; the results are frightening regardless.

As Charts 7 and 8 demonstrate, the United States has an extraordinary class bias in its level of knowledge of elementary hard-news stories of import compared to the other three nations, which have much stronger public broadcasting systems.124 If there is any consolation, it is that working-class Americans, indeed all Americans, more than hold their own when it comes to knowledge of entertainment stories and celebrity scandals.

When we put all the factors together, we are left with a situation most commentators remain reluctant to acknowledge: the general quality of journalism in the United States today is dreadful, and has been for some time. It is likely to get worse, as dire economic circumstances push commercial media firms to lessen remaining professional standards if they stand in the way of a cash infusion. There are and have been many tremendous journalists doing outstanding work over the past few decades, but  they battle against a system increasingly unsympathetic, even hostile, to great journalism. The U.S. news media blew the coverage of the Iraq invasion, spoon-feeding us government lies masquerading as fact-checked verities.126 They missed the past decade of corporate scandals in toto. They cheered on the housing bubble and genuflected before the financial sector (and Gilded Age levels of wealth and inequality) as it blasted debt and speculation far beyond what the real economy could sustain.127 Throughout 2009 they did too little investigation into where the trillions of public dollars being spent by the Federal Reserve and Treasury are actually going, but spared not a moment to update America on the “Octomom” who gave birth to eight children. As the economy melted down and distant wars heated up, they traded in trivia in their coverage of politics and reduced everything to spin, even matters of life and death. To be frank, the list goes on and on, spurring a growth industry in media criticism. We would almost be more concerned if young people were embracing what passes for journalism today.
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CHART 7. Comparative Survey of Political Knowledge, International Hard News125
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CHART 8. Comparative Survey of Political Knowledge, Domestic Hard News128




Now What?

If we are going to address the crisis in journalism, we have to come up with solutions that have a better chance of providing us with hard-hitting journalism that monitors people in power and who seek power; that engages all our citizens, not just the middle and upper classes attractive to advertisers; that seeks to draw all Americans into public life. Going backward is not an option nor is it desirable. The old corporate-media system choked on its own excess. We should not seek to restore or recreate it. We have to move forward to a system that promises and delivers a journalism far superior to that of the recent past. If we do, it will be a media revolution that will be part and parcel of a democratic revolution that can remake the world.

The question that should concern us is not whether we should change and improve journalism.

The question is whether we can do so with the necessary dispatch.

“What is really frightening is that newspapers appear to be dying so quickly that they may disappear, or at least disappear as a serious part of our lives, before we have a replacement for them. That’s a grave danger to democracy,” says Maraniss. “As flawed as journalism as practiced by newspapers is, we don’t have another vehicle for journalism that picks up where newspapers leave off. That’s what we should be worried about. Maybe newspapers can be replaced, probably newspapers can be replaced. But journalism can’t be replaced—not if we’re going to function as any kind of democracy.”129

The very good news is that we hold the power to create exactly the great journalism our times require. We simply have to make the decision to make history rather than have it happen to us.

Kate Giammarise made the decision in the first weeks of 2009. With Angie Schmitt, another laid-off Toledo Blade reporter, she started rustwire.com—a “we have decided to stay” Web magazine that celebrates Toledo and the other economically battered cities of the Great Lakes “Rust Belt.”

“Starting the blog was something Angie and I had talked about quite a bit before we got laid off, since we both had experiences in all these different Rust Belt cities,” says Kate.

I had grown up in Erie, lived in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Toledo, and my parents are from Buffalo. Angie had worked in Youngstown, and Toledo. We both saw all these cities struggling with a lot of the same problems. Yet, in a lot of ways, Rust Belt cities can be great innovators and problem-solvers. For instance, the land bank in Genesee County (Flint, Michigan) that is a national model for other areas, the shrinking city model in Youngstown, urban farming in a number of these cities, etc. So we try to share good ideas. I think we strike a good balance between being realistic about the problems our cities face, yet also being hopeful about the assets we have and optimistic about the future.130



Kate’s being modest. The rustwire.com site she and Angie have developed is livelier, more visually appealing and more journalistic than most newspaper sites—packed with interviews, news reports and smart features  on sports teams, the arts, the auto industry, buying local, local-currency movements, issues with vacant and abandoned houses, trains and old train stations, sprawl, urban farms and all things rusty and optimistic. They’ve interviewed There Are No Children Here: The Story of Two Boys Growing Up in the Other America author Alex Kotlowitz and pondered the significance of an episode of NBC’s The Office where two of the main characters plan a wedding in Youngstown. “We’ve written about Milwaukee, Flint, Detroit, Toledo, Lorain, Ohio, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Erie, Braddock, and Pittsburgh, Pa, Buffalo, and also St. Louis,” says Kate, who is as excited as any editor could be about the site’s “Great Urban Photography Project.”

Unfortunately, like most of the Web sites created by major media companies, rustwire.com is not raising enough revenue to pay the journalists. “We don’t make any money on the blog,” admits Kate. So she says, “My status now is still currently unemployed (since the end of December) and seeking work in the journalism field.”131

On this one point, Kate is wrong.

Kate eventually found steady work with a trade publication, while keeping up the web site. And, whether she knows it or not, Kate has found work in journalism.

At rustwire.com, she’s reporting and writing as well as, maybe better than, she was at The Chillicothe Gazette, The Lorain Morning Journal or The Toledo Blade. She is the future of journalism. Unfortunately, she’s not making ends meet . . . yet. Then again, neither are the monoliths of old media.

The difference is that the old media system, the one that laid the seeds of its own destruction so long ago, the one that failed in its small-d democratic duties at so many turns, the one that discarded its brightest journalistic lights, is dying.

But those journalistic lights like Kate have refused to burn out. They are shining on a new media landscape that can and must be more diverse, more vibrant and more sustaining of journalism and democracy. America must find the right mechanisms for keeping those lights shining—just as it found the mechanisms to sustain the early–19th-century press that informed the citizens of a new nation. We do not diminish the difficulty of that challenge. But nor do we misjudge it. We recognize this moment  as not so much one of obstacles but rather one of opportunities. Getting this right is about much more than newspapers or journalism. Getting this right is about getting America right.

America needs journalism. And it will have it in the 21st century—better and bolder than at any time since the founding of the republic.

Kate Giammarise and the tens of thousands of talented young journalists like her are committed to making it work. It is up to us to create a system where people like Kate can have a shot at being gainfully employed and Americans can have the journalism we need to be free and govern our lives.






Chapter 2

FLAWED CHOICES, False Hopes

When Barbara Ehrenreich delivered the commencement address to the University of California–Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism Class of 2009, she did not sugarcoat things.

“You are going to be trying to carve out a career in the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression. You are furthermore going to be trying to do so within what appears to be a dying industry,” she told the graduates. “You have abundant skills and talents—it’s just not clear that anyone wants to pay you for them.”1

Ehrenreich got to the nub of the crisis. It is not that newspapers and newsmagazines are imploding, nor even that traditional news bureaus and whole newsrooms are turning to dust. It is that the response to the crisis—the “where do we go from here?” message—has been so unfocused and unrealistic that the top journalism-school graduates in the nation are not even pondering how the industry they are entering can be effectively revived. They are being told by one of the ablest—and most intellectually agile—journalists of our time that she is beginning to feel “a certain kinship with blacksmiths and elevator operators.”

This is not Ehrenreich’s fault. Like working reporters and editors who have watched as “newspapers began to shrink within my hands or actually  disappear,” she’s been paying attention to the various “fixes” that have been proposed. And, because journalists know what is possible and what is not, the imagined repairs inspire less in the way of hope than a “wringing of hands,” a “gnashing of teeth.”2

It is fair to say that the only thing more depressing than joining a discussion of the sorry state of American journalism is a review of the “solutions” being put forward to resolve the crisis. The use of the term solution to describe most of what has been proposed is misleading, or at least far too generous.

In preparing this book we made inquiries with numerous journalists and scholars from a wide range of backgrounds and political perspectives, asking for their thoughts on how journalism could be resuscitated. We read the lengthy magazine pieces, newspaper op-eds and blog postings prepared by people who, without exception, are concerned to the point of obsession with the collapse of journalism. We were struck by how flummoxed almost everyone was by the problem of journalism. There were some exceptions, generally the inveterate optimists or those promoting a personal project as the best (sometimes “only”) way to get out of the woods. But few if any of the commentators are at all clear about how the current course of relying upon the market, new technologies, micropayments or macrodonations, Yankee ingenuity, volunteer labor and/or philanthropic largesse will generate a sufficient quantity or quality of journalism for self-government to survive.

This dilemma was demonstrated in 2009 when two major books were published—Alex Jones’s Losing the News and Phil Meyer’s second edition of The Vanishing Newspaper—that addressed the journalism crisis with the same urgency this book does. Although both books were long on astute critique and justified despair, they were short on credible solutions. Each ultimately fell back on a plaintive hope that the market would again reward people doing good journalism to replace at least some of what is being lost. “I think a commercial answer is the only enduring one,” Jones concluded, arguing that as long as newspapers continue producing news they will be able to survive and possibly even prosper in the emerging marketplace. Meyer made a similar argument, saying the  market will reward publishers who continue to produce news as long as they are willing to settle for less profit than they basked in during their long monopoly era. As far as we can see, their continued embrace of the market is based more on wishful thinking and a lack of alternatives they consider worthy of consideration than it is on any compelling evidence.3 Even if some commercial news media survive (and possibly prosper) doing some aspect of journalism, that is a far cry from saying the market can provide the level and caliber of journalism our governing system requires. In their best case scenario, we remain mired in crisis.

In this chapter we review the leading ideas, as far as we can determine, being offered for rejuvenating journalism. Some, probably most, of these plans require—or, at the least, would benefit from—government policy changes, and all of them are based upon some assumption of necessary government policies. As Todd Gitlin says, “In the end, it is public policy and only public policy that will determine what kind of journalism survives.”4

That being said, what distinguishes the proposals we will review in this chapter is that all of them, in keeping with the understood “American” position, minimize the role of government as much as possible and require no direct public funding. The shared premise of all these plans is that government involvement is bad, and significant government involvement is worse than the problem such intervention seeks to solve.5

The first ideas we discuss are those put forward by the corporate news media, and address ways in which their business model and their dominance can be extended into the digital era. The second group of ideas comes from those willing to concede that the “old media” are doomed, but who see the solution coming from some combination of new technologies and the market. They are from the “everything will be alright as long as we are patient” school of thought. This may well be our default approach, so we review the most promising Web-journalism ventures to see how effective a Web-journalism world looks. In our view, however, the weakness in all these approaches is the failure to appreciate journalism as a public good, so we end the chapter on that point.




Salvaging the Corporate News Media

We should repeat one point made in the previous chapter: as depressing as the corporate-news-media business model is, not everyone is going broke, at least not yet. Some daily newspapers are holding up decently, as are some weeklies. More than a few newspapers still operate in the black, and will continue to do so for years, perhaps many years, to come. “Except for some relatively special instances, newspapers are still making money that is the envy of other businesses—short of drug dealing and prostitution,” Frank Denton, the vice president for journalism with Morris Communications, claimed in May 2009.6 That’s an overstatement, which could raise questions about how much Denton knows about drug dealing—or newspapering. But the veteran editor is right that, after shuttering bureaus, laying off reporters, hacking away at the physical size of publications that were once thick and rich with content and decreasing distribution in low-income and rural areas, the carcasses of many newspapers can be dragged into the black. The problem is that what remains after all the slashing and burning is not appealing enough to keep readers or attract advertisers. In fact, Denton made his comments at a conference with the not particularly hopeful title “How Newspapers Could Have Saved Themselves and How Some Still Can.”7

There’s something to the argument that a strong economic recovery could do wonders for the bottom lines of some newspapers in the near-term. But the trend line is clear, as we discussed in Chapter 1, and the rare success stories are going against the tide of history. Slate founding editor Michael Kinsley, an otherwise thoughtful commentator on the changing media landscape, got it precisely wrong when he claimed early in 2009 that “When the recession ends, advertising will come back” to newspapers.8 Bob Garfield, editor at large of Advertising Age and cohost of NPR’s On The Media, looked into the future of advertising in newspapers and reached the more realistic and—at least among serious observers—increasingly accepted conclusion that when all is said and done “Newspapers die, or they survive as the wispiest shadows of their former selves.”9 It is clear that those elements of traditional commercial news media that remain successful are not going to come remotely close to  providing the whole range of journalism that commercial firms once delivered, and that our society requires if it is to be even minimally democratic in character.

A news-media bailout—along the lines proposed in January 2009 by French President Nicolas Sarkozy for his country’s battered print press—is frankly, and appropriately, in conflict with the understanding most Americans maintain with regard to an independent news media.10 Having the government write checks directly to the handful of profit-driven firms that dominate the news media is a nonstarter. And, to our view, that is the way it should be. Pumping money into the bank accounts of media corporations owned by speculators simply rewards the people at the helm of a system that made irresponsible, anti-journalistic choices in the past and is now “addressing” them by laying off reporters and editors and shutting newspapers.

If direct bailouts, leading to permanent direct subsidies, of the corporate news media are off the table, then what are the options of those publishers that want to continue producing anything akin to journalism? The immediate impulse of the owners of struggling newspapers has been to beg to have existing antitrust laws waived, so that publishers can collaborate in the development of monopolistic arrangements in particular cities and regions and set up national combines that will make it easier to begin charging for content online. The Hearst Corporation, owner of the ailing San Francisco Chronicle, got House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, who represents the city, to advocate its interests along these lines in March 2009. In a letter to Attorney General Eric Holder, Pelosi argued that antitrust laws should not prevent rival regional newspapers from exploring mergers and consolidations. “We must ensure that our policies enable news organizations to survive and to engage in the newsgathering and analysis that the American people expect,” the Speaker asserted.11 The Justice Department was unimpressed, rejecting Pelosi’s request in April: “We do not believe any new exemptions for newspapers are necessary,” Carl Shapiro, an assistant attorney general for economics, told a House hearing on the subject.12

“Newspapers play a vital role in our society,” Shapiro acknowledged in a statement prepared for members of the House Judiciary Committee’s  subcommittee dealing with competition issues, who had organized their hearing under the title “A New Age for Newspapers: Diversity of Voices, Competition and the Internet.” “The Antitrust Division continues to work to protect competition in the newspaper industry,” the top antitrust lawyer continued. “We believe that antitrust analysis is forward-looking and flexible enough to take into consideration the economic and technological pressures facing newspapers as we continue to make marketby-market and case-by-case factual determinations pursuant to the antitrust laws. Vigorous antitrust enforcement will guarantee that this important industry will be as competitive as possible, and that American consumers will have available to them more, rather than fewer, options for getting news and information.”13

That’s the right response to the question. If anything, the federal government has been too lax in applying classic antitrust standards to media industries. The last thing that’s needed at this point is more consolidation of news gathering and delivery.

Likewise, media companies continue to push to have the ban on “cross-ownership” relaxed or eliminated.14 This Federal Communications Commission rule prevents a single company from owning daily and weekly newspapers and broadcast stations in the same community. Despite claims by media companies that the relaxation of cross-ownership rules would make it easier to sustain news-gathering operations, all evidence indicates that this sort of consolidation leads to downsizing. Indeed, as the Benton Foundation notes in its assessment of the push by major media companies for an easing of cross-ownership constraints:The idea is to offer a host of avenues for advertisers to reach consumers—those consumers are surrounded by different points of contact: the radio or TV as they prepare for and get to work, billboards along the way, on the Internet as people surf instead of working, in newspaper ads as they take a coffee break, in magazines in the restroom and so forth.15





A number of major cities—including Chicago, where the Tribune owns the WGN broadcast radio and television stations—had existing cross-ownership structures “grandfathered in” when the regulations were  developed, and waivers have been granted in other communities. As such, we have a good sense of the dangers inherent in this one-newsroom, company-town approach.16 In view of the evidence that concentrated media ownership in local markets has been a significant contributing factor to the decline in the number of working journalists in these communities, relaxing local-ownership rules has been an unpopular move with the great mass of people who are not affiliated with a media company that would benefit by local monopoly.17 As the Benton Foundation and the Social Science Research Council argued in 2006, when they released four independent academic studies on the impact of media consolidation in the United States, “These studies make clear that media consolidation does not correlate with better, more local or more diverse media content. To the contrary, they strongly suggest that media ownership rules should be tightened not relaxed.”18

Unfortunately, sound science could not trump serious lobbying when industry-friendly Republican appointees controlled the FCC. The commission very quietly relaxed the cross-ownership rule in December 2008, during the last days of the Bush administration. The matter went to the courts, however, and the new Democratic-controlled FCC has informed the judges that it no longer supports relaxation of the cross-ownership rules.19

When big media firms lobbied the FCC, they argued that if one company could own the daily newspaper plus multiple radio and television stations in a community, it would have the scale and resources to provide a first-class newsroom—or perhaps even newsrooms—to serve all of its media outlets. At best, however, this might salvage a few jobs for a brief period, while the lack of competition would lead inevitably to strong commercial pressure to continue to reduce staffing. And broadcasters, especially broadcast news operations, are suffering almost as much as newspapers, as we discussed in Chapter 1. Even with cross-ownership, the revenues are still not there to subsidize large news operations. Thus, the relaxation of the rules in markets where they are still in place would be tantamount to giving a person with terminal lung cancer a carton of cigarettes to smoke so she can keep puffing on her deathbed. Once a high priority of the industry, efforts on behalf of these sorts of changes have  become more halfhearted of late; savvy players in commercial media industries understand that scrapping antitrust laws for these purposes and relaxing cross-ownership rules, even if politically possible, will do little to solve their problems; at best, changes of this kind amount to stays of execution.

This is not a controversial point. In June 2009 Moody’s Investor Service issued a report stating the traditional ink-and-paper daily newspaper was no longer commercially feasible. As Moody’s pointed out, only 14 percent of the industry’s budgets went to producing content, 16 percent went to advertising sales, and 70 percent went to printing and maintaining the old-media infrastructure and corporate expenses. Moody’s advised newspapers to dump the old-media expenses so they could increase the portion going to content creation. In other words, to have a future, newspapers need to head online and fast. But even if that happens, Moody’s is anything but optimistic, warning that there is likely to be additional downward pressure on the industry’s credit ratings.20

Moody’s reached the same conclusion as everyone else. The most proactive campaign being waged by corporate media owners now is focused on the now four-decade-long struggle to recreate a successful business model for providing journalism online.21 Ever since the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) began in 1969 to test the interactive media format known as “videotext”—which transmitted text and graphics using a telephone, a modified television set and keyboard—the game has been afoot. American newspapers started going online in the summer of 1980, and San Francisco’s KRON television began a report several months later with an anchor musing, “Imagine, if you will, sitting down to your morning coffee (and) turning on your computer to read the day’s newspaper. Well, it’s not as far-fetched as it may seem.”22 The San Francisco Examiner’s David Cole is quoted in the report saying, “This is an experiment. We’re trying to figure out what it’s going to mean to us as editors and reporters and what it means to the home user.”23

Newspaper publishers and editors are still trying to figure out what it’s going to mean. But some questions have been answered. “We’re not in it to make money,” explained Cole back in 1981. “We’re probably not going to lose a lot, but we aren’t going to make much either.”24 In fact,  media companies would lose a lot. One of the biggest, Knight Ridder, would sink $50 million into Viewtron, a pioneering videotext news project that allowed subscribers to read The Miami Herald and other publications on their computers. It was launched in 1983 and folded in 1986, around the same time that the Times Mirror Company scrapped a similar initiative. “Viewtron’s dream was very similar to the dreams of news media publishers today: new ways of communicating with customers and new ways of selling services to advertisers,” recalls Howard Finberg, a veteran journalist and online pioneer who now directs the Poynter Institute’s News University.25

The news-media publishers are still dreaming of making money online. And, for the most part, they are still, as one videotext pioneer put it, “dancing naked on the stage of history.”26 Translation: They continue to make the same mistakes, still laboring under the same misconceptions about journalism and the Web, and the same misguided motives, which fostered the failures of their predecessors a quarter century ago. And they are still experiencing “real losses” of money on a scale sufficiently “substantial” to frighten drunken sailors as they stumble around the Internet looking for sources of revenue.27

Even when a lesson seems to have been learned, it is unlearned in a moment of desperation. For instance, for much of the past decade it was accepted that few people would pay for content online; there was too much free material to get people to pay for anything unless it was of recognizable, perhaps even unique, value—as distinct from the genuine but less easily commodified value of the information contained in standard journalism. (Accordingly, The Wall Street Journal and Consumer Reports, with their specialized content, are among the very few old-media publications that have successfully developed Web-subscription models.) So, though many of them came to the “choice” kicking and screaming, newspapers and commercial broadcast-news organizations had learned by the mid-2000s to put much—in many instances, all—of their journalism online, making it available at no charge. This has allowed some U.S. newspapers to be pioneers in digital journalism—although it is generally agreed that the most important innovators have been the Web sites of British newspapers, especially The Guardian and The Telegraph, and Norwegian papers such as Aftenposten  and VG—and they have done far more on the Internet than merely posting print material.28 The hope on the part of the most sincere publishers and editors was to create Web sites of quality and then to have advertising shift over to support journalism on the Web as it had done for more than a century of old media. This project has had a small measure of success—just enough to keep the dreamers “dancing naked on the stage of history.” U.S. newspaper sites had 67 million unique visitors per month, generating over $3 billion in advertising revenue in 2008.29

While the numbers cited with regard to newspaper advertising revenue in 2008 may sound good, the truth is that three billion dollars is a pittance for the entirety of newspaper publishing, and well below the cost of operations. Moreover, online ad sales are not growing at an appreciable rate; they even declined in the fourth quarter of 2008, and the first quarter of 2009.30 This stagnation is due primarily to the recession, but by nearly all accounts, the future growth of advertising on news Web sites is not going to increase sufficiently to make a smooth transition from print to digital plausible. A writer for the Columbia Journalism Review came to the same emphatic conclusion in July 2009. “The key thing to take away from these numbers,” Ryan Chittum wrote in a review of newspaper advertising data, “is this: Internet ads will not save newspapers. Say somebody cracks the code on Internet advertising in a few years, making it much more lucrative than it currently is. Great, but that will be too late for most newspapers.”31

After digesting the many failed efforts to secure online advertising, the Project for Excellence in Journalism in early 2009 formally declared the initiative dead: “[It] is now all but settled that advertising revenue—the model that financed journalism for the last century—will be inadequate to do so in this one.”32

Advertising was never wed to journalism per se; it used newspapers and newsmagazines and later radio and television news programs because they were the most efficient way to reach desired audiences. The relationship was simply a fluke of historical coincidence, as Clay Shirky points out:where Wal-Mart was willing to subsidize the Baghdad bureau ... (this) wasn’t because of any deep link between advertising and reporting, nor  was it about any real desire on the part of Wal-Mart to have their marketing budget go to international correspondents. It was just an accident. Advertisers had little choice other than to have their money used that way, since they didn’t really have any other vehicle for display ads.

 

All that has changed:

 

(W)hen Wal-Mart, and the local Maytag dealer, and the law firm hiring a secretary, and that kid down the block selling his bike, were all able to use that infrastructure [the Internet] to get out of their old relationship with the publisher, they did. They’d never really signed up to fund the Baghdad bureau anyway.33





In short, there is no particular reason or need for advertisers to support news or public-affairs Web sites to reach desired demographics. Newspaper Web sites are competing not just with each other but with all other Web sites that seek advertising; this is putting extraordinary downward pressure on ad rates, far beyond anything newspapers are accustomed to experiencing.

This competitive pressure also means businesses do not simply want exposures, they want “click-through” sales off their Web advertisements. In the world of the Internet, advertising is changing and the traditional sponsorship of editorial content is less prevalent. As one advertising executive puts it, “Are they really attracting the right customers, are the customers clicking through and providing decent leads and sales?” “If your newspaper’s subscriber is so great,” another advertising executive put it, “they should be able to deliver terrific marketing results for me.” He added: “Let’s create a revenue share agreement based on the results you produce. You get upside, we get upside, and let’s all kind of walk the talk.” Yet another executive said that newspapers should demonstrate that their ads work at or above industry norms.34 Language like this suggests that even in the extremely unlikely event advertising did flood newspaper Web sites, it might exact such a high toll on the integrity of the journalism that the crisis would not go away, it would simply assume a different, and possibly more noxious, form.

This does not mean news Web sites, or any Web sites for that matter, are abandoning advertising revenues; it merely means that advertising revenues will not be sufficient to provide anywhere near the resource base for the level of journalism found in the old media, or even for a modest commercial news medium to pay its bills as it shifts online. Chris Elliott, the managing editor of Guardian News and Media in Britain, which maintains the highly regarded and highly trafficked news Web site guardian.co.uk, says advertisers have settled into patterns of paying about one-third as much for an online ad as compared with a print ad in the Guardian newspaper and explains, “That’s just not enough to make it work.”35

The “it” Elliott refers to is quality journalism, produced by experienced writers and editors who are compensated fairly—or, at least, paid a living wage—for their work. This veteran reporter who has become a cutting-edge thinker with regard to new media—and one of the Web’s most respected innovators—has grown skeptical about the prospect that advertising is going to support quality, or perhaps even basic, journalism on the Web. “It’s not happening,” Elliott explained in June 2009. “Until about six months ago, we had people saying, ‘It will. It will.’ Now, that’s shifting to, ‘It won’t. It won’t.’”36

Why? Newspapers and television and radio stations sold access to a product people wanted. The ads fit around the news and entertainment. And advertisers wanted to get close to where the action was. The precious “real estate” of old media was limited, and could attract top dollar. There is no such scarcity on the World Wide Web. In fact, it is limitless, as are the prospects for businesses to reach consumers—often directly.

This “chaos scenario,” as Bob Garfield describes it, means that old notions about linking advertising to news and entertainment are going out the window. “There is no longer a need to warn of a gathering Chaos Scenario, in which the yin of media and yang of marketing fly apart, symbiotic no more,” argues Garfield. “Nudged by recession, doom has arrived.”37

“They don’t call it a digital revolution for no reason,” explains the writer of Advertising Age’s “Ad Review” column. “A revolution leaves blood on the streets.” The proliferation of Web pages—a “bazillion,” by Garfield’s count—makes it impossible to offer the old “precious real estate” to advertisers and creates the likelihood that they will quickly go  elsewhere in search of a constantly moving audience. It’s a race to the bottom and, Garfield says, the bottom line is that Internet advertising does not appear to be effective. “Have you clicked on a banner ad? Ever? In your life?” he asks. “Nobody else has.”38 In fairness, some people have so clicked, but as Mira Milosevic, deputy director of development for Press Freedom and Development Programs at the World Association of Newspapers, points out, “When they do click, they are leaving the newspaper Web site and going someplace else. They are leaving the newspaper site. And, of course, we worry about whether they will come back.”39

The notion that they won’t, and the broader notion that advertising won’t pay for journalism on the Web, is beginning to dawn on enlightened—or, perhaps, just scared—publishers. The old theory about news-oriented Web sites and advertising, says Brian Tierney, who organized the purchase of The Philadelphia Inquirer and the Philadelphia Daily News by a group of local investors and is now trying to make a go of it, was “If you build it, they will come.” But Tierney now admits, “I don’t think it is working for media like ours ... I think we’re going to have to start to find a way to charge for it and not just rely on advertising.”40

With that in mind, many of the key players in the corporate news media suddenly reached the conclusion in 2009 that they needed to defy the culture of the Internet and charge consumers directly for their content on what most of us still imagine as a freewheeling World Wide Web. As AP president and CEO Tom Curley put it:The readers and viewers are going to have to pay more. Advertising is not there. Advertising will likely be contracting. So there has to be a shift. If I had tried to suggest this a couple of years ago, I’d be hollered out of the room. Last year the realization started to occur. I would say the conversation has now turned from a whisper into a roar. Media CEOs are saying, ‘I’ve got to charge.’41





On May 28, 2009, the Newspaper Association of America convened a secret summit meeting in Chicago of nearly all the newspaper industry’s corporate heavy hitters, including the AP’s Curley, to map out strategies for selling their content online.42

To hear them speak, this makes perfect sense. After all, it costs money to produce their journalism, and people should be willing to pay for it if they wish to read it and use it. Otherwise, the journalism will cease to exist. Put that way, it is a no-brainer. As Frank Rich explains, “The real question is for the public, not journalists: Does it want to pony up for the news, whatever the media that prevail?”43

That was enough for NewsCorp’s Rupert Murdoch, who announced in August 2009, that, “We intend to charge for all our news Web sites.”44 Murdoch warmed the hearts of at least some old-school journalists when he declared that: “Quality journalism is not cheap, and an industry that gives away its content is simply cannibalising its ability to produce good reporting.” But there is little reason to believe that Murdoch has unlocked the secret to making money on the web. In fact, it looks as if he is making a desperate stab in the dark. Murdoch’s biographer, Michael Wolff, is especially dismissive of the move, observing that, “His uphill fight is probably even greater than it might appear. Not only is he, among all media executives, the most technically disinclined (actually, totally illiterate), but his company, of all the big media enterprises, is the most technically backward and maladroit. He may now employ more reporters than anyone else in the world, but they use the oldest computers. He may have some of the world’s most trafficked news sites, but they are also the slowest and most inept.”45

Murdoch was not alone. The concept of charging for content took hold during the summer of 2009, as newspapers that had long resisted charging started to look for ways to do so. Usually, they tried to suggest that those who paid would get something more; An Editor & Publisher report in September, 2009, on a move by the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette to start charging, quoted editor David Shribman saying of his paper’s “PG+” project: “It is like a publishing company putting out a new magazine, a new product. We were always selling chocolate and vanilla [the print and free online versions]. Now we are also selling strawberry.”

“But will people pay for the extra flavor?” E&P asked.46

Don’t bet on it. Despite what Murdoch, Shribman and other old media stalwarts maybe telling themselves there is little or no evidence to suggest that the strategy of charging for content will work.

The corporate news media will quickly be reminded why they could not get an online pay-for-content scheme working back in the 1990s. “Somewhere at Microsoft, there is a closet packed with leftover Slate umbrellas—a monument to the folly of asking people to pay for what they read on the Internet,” recalled the bemused former Slate editor Michael Kinsley as the talk of pay models ginned up early in 2009.

These umbrellas—a $20 value!—were the premium we offered to people who would pay $19 for a year’s subscription to Slate, the Microsoft-owned online magazine (later purchased by The Washington Post). We were quite self-righteous about the alleged principle that ‘content’ should not be free. The word itself was an insult—as if we were just making Jell-O salad in order to sell Tupperware. The experiment lasted about a year. Still, every so often the dream of getting people to pay recurs.47



The promoters of pay-for-content strategies face the same—and perhaps greater—challenges now than those Kinsley and the presumably Web-savvy folks at Microsoft did back in the “ancient” 1990s. For starters, unless a critical mass of newspapers and news providers participate in the proposed “paywall” scheme, their chances of success are slim or none. Why pay newspaper X for its online content if newspaper Y and TV news network Z are putting theirs up for free? But let’s assume, for sake of discussion, that the promise of revenues will be enough of a lure to attract all commercial news media to adopt a “paywall” system. This is, after all, what no less an industry leader than Rupert Murdoch imagines will be the case. Murdoch says an Internet pay system for his newspaper empire will be in place by May 2010, declaring with his usual bravado: “The current days of the Internet will soon be over.”48

Fair enough, so let’s try and follow Murdoch’s “logic.” For the News Corp. boss to be right, media companies will have to forge a cartel that would require the mother of all antitrust exemptions to go forward. To get it will require a huge political fight. Industry lawyers and lobbyists are already priming the pump.49 In classic form, and with no sense of irony, corporations will demand government intervention to protect their interests, all the while decrying government intervention. But the response  on Capitol Hill has not been enthusiastic; indeed, when a subcommittee of the House Judiciary Committee discussed antitrust matters as they relate to newspapering and the Web in April, the two things that united dueling members—from progressive Democrat John Conyers of Michigan to conservative Republican Lamar Smith of Texas—were a frustration with existing media and a concern that media conglomerates were trying to use the current crisis as an excuse to further consolidate and harmonize their content. In other words, there was not a lot of sympathy on display. “Continuing the consolidation of newspapers may contribute to increasingly biased coverage,” griped Smith. Conyers, recalling that he was arrested once while protesting cuts at Detroit’s two daily newspapers, said, “Newspapers remind me of automobile corporations. [They refuse to respond to their communities and then] all of a sudden they need help—they need a lot of help, and they need it fast.”50

The skepticism was well founded. Easing antitrust restrictions—effectively eliminating protections for consumers—is a wrong approach for newspapers and the ’Net. Indeed, as Aidan White, general secretary of the International Federation of Journalists, says, “The auto industry does not get to remove the seatbelts from cars because the numbers went bad for a quarter, or because they have to come up with new models.”51

The genius of the Internet is that it is open and accessible to everyone, and creates a democratization of information. The last thing we should want to do is convert the Internet into cable television, and turn our computers into vending machines, defined most by the electronic barbed wire saying “Keep Out.” That takes the Internet in exactly the wrong direction, aggravating class inequalities and shutting down innovation. It is a desperate and shortsighted “solution” to a problem that demands a wise and long-term solution.52

Moreover, there is little reason to believe that a paywall system could actually work with consumers. What the media corporations “want to do is to pretend that the last 15 years never happened, and that the survival of the industry will be found by ‘protecting’ content behind walled gardens,” Arianna Huffington testified before the U.S. Senate in May 2009. “We’ve seen that movie—and consumers gave it lousy reviews.”53 And we probably don’t need to mention the hackers, who would zero in on  those sites that try to wall off content with a determination that would make bootleggers during the Prohibition era look like champions of the temperance movement.

Even if the paywall proponents manage to get all commercial news media to participate, there will still be a wealth of noncommercial material or unaffiliated Web sites online that will provide news and commentary at no charge. This will either undermine the paywall system, or put the paywall system in constant warfare with the non-paywall Internet. In Britain, for example, a media executive acknowledges that the presence of the BBC makes charging all but impossible: “You basically have a fully funded and publicly funded news organization on your doorstep. How can you compete with that?”54 The answer is clear: the only option for advocates of the paywall is to lead a campaign to eliminate quality free content—i.e., smash public media or reduce it to rubble.

Even more striking, the paywall concept basically destroys the interlinked news blogosphere, where bloggers embed links to other stories and video and drive traffic to news Web sites. It is that feature of the Web that may be its most tangible and revolutionary contribution to our journalism to date, and attacking it would undermine one of the most exciting aspects of the Web for democrats: the ability of an aggregator such as CommonDreams.org to pull together articles from a variety of different perspectives at the same site and then encourage citizens to follow links out into, literally, a world of inquiry.55 Much of this is done on noncommercial Web sites that make no profit from the material to which they link.56 This is what works best about the Web; and to position newspaper Web sites against it would be another example of old media’s long and fruitless struggle against the future. Moreover, there is the entire question of fair use, and what people are entitled to use for free without permission under copyright. To enact the “paywall” system would basically sabotage the Internet, necessitating a virtual police state to see that there are no unauthorized infringements on the content of the paywall-cartel members.57 A few months of this living hell and most people will wish the computer had never been invented.

Experts who study the matter say that even if all of the problems we have outlined could be addressed, the paywall system still would not  work. When news media charge online their traffic falls sharply and their advertising revenues plummet. There is no endgame that gets the corporate media firms anywhere near a zone where they have large newsrooms providing journalism online and are making sufficient profit to remain in the news business.58 No matter how one does the math, there is a negative gap between revenues and expenses. Michael Kinsley breaks the numbers down with brutal precision:Micropayment advocates imagine extracting as much as $2 a month from readers. The Times sells just over a million daily papers. If every one of those million buyers went online and paid $2 a month, that would be $24 million a year. Even with the economic crisis, paper and digital advertising in The Times brought in about $1 billion last year. Circulation brought in $668 million. Two bucks per reader per month is not going to save newspapers.59





So, once again, the money is not there for journalism. The pressure to cut expenses heightens, online reporters and Web editors get laid off and the “product” declines, traffic disappears, advertisers lose interest. With micropayments, the daily-newspaper death dance simply goes digital.

The naked and uncomfortable truth is that the business model that sustained commercial news media for the past century is dying, and cannot be recreated. Former Chicago Tribune managing editor James Warren concludes that “attempting to create the past model, in which media entities were owned by publicly traded companies, would probably be a mistake.”60 Bob Garfield is more aggressively dismissive. As they stumble about the Internet, old-media companies keep chanting “the mantra: ‘We have the audience. All we need is a business model.’ As if adequate revenue were somehow guaranteed by physics or heavenly deity,” writes Garfield. “It isn’t. I’ve pored over Isaac Newton and the Ten Commandments. There is no ‘Thou shalt monetize.’”61

That does not mean we will not have commercial media, or that we will not have advertising in our news media. It means that such media will be a diminished, perhaps unrecognizable, piece of the news-media puzzle, rather than defining the entirety of it, as has been the case for  much of the past century. We can be certain that the powerful corporate-media lobbies will use their immense leverage in Washington to advance their interests regardless of the cost for society, seeking antitrust exemptions and other rule changes to benefit their bottom lines. But these are the people who have gotten almost everything wrong for the past several decades—economically, technologically, journalistically. If we try to humor the corporate chieftains, and let them remain the centerpiece of our news-media system, we will have a minuscule and pathetic journalism to show for it.




The Internet Is the Solution

A second “alternative” response to the current crisis accepts that commercial news media and their system of journalism are dying, and regards this turn of events as unavoidable and, for the most part, desirable. To this way of thinking, the same technologies that its adherents regard as so central to undermining the commercial news system will provide the basis for what replaces it. In general, this is an optimistic perspective based upon an understanding of the Internet and digital technologies as democratizing communication, lowering costs and inviting revolutionary innovations.62 Many, though not necessarily all, of the advocates of this perspective see the role of the government as being primarily a damaging one: supporting the incumbent corporate players, to provide “bailouts,” if you will, and generally mucking things up. Government is identified as a reactionary force, its interventions as destructive.

Clay Shirky, an NYU adjunct professor who is also a consultant to businesses and nonprofit groups on digital matters, has made one of the strongest and most acclaimed arguments along these lines. His 2009 essay, “Newspapers and Thinking the Unthinkable,” argued that the impending demise of the newspaper industry and commercial journalism was evident by the mid-1990s.63 “People committed to saving newspapers,” Shirky notes, were “demanding to know ‘If the old model is broken, what will work in its place?’ To which the answer is nothing. Nothing will work. There is no general model for newspapers to replace the one the Internet just broke.” “This is what real revolutions are like,”  he added. “The old stuff gets broken faster than the new stuff is put in its place.”

Shirky concedes the importance of journalism, and believes the Internet and free markets will solve the problem, but he cautions patience:Nothing will work, but everything might. Now is the time for experiments, lots and lots of experiments, each of which will seem as minor at launch as craigslist did, as Wikipedia did, as octavo volumes did ... In the next few decades, journalism will be made up of overlapping special cases ... Many of these models will fail. No one experiment is going to replace what we are now losing with the demise of news on papers, but over time, the collection of new experiments that do work might give us the journalism we need.





This general argument cuts across the political spectrum. Author and Nation magazine columnist Alexander Cockburn believes the corporate news media are getting their just desserts, due to their dreadful quality more than the Internet. With no sense of irony, he evinces a faith that the market will do the necessary job of properly rewarding those news media that deserve to live. “Weep not for all of yesterday’s papers, for the old Fourth Estate. The ones that deserve to will make it through–vagabonds and outlaws.”64 Arianna Huffington, cofounder of “The Huffington Post,” the groundbreaking news Web site and aggregated blog founded in 2005, argues that a hybrid journalism will emerge online embracing the best of the old media and the new media.65 On the right, Adam Thierer embraces the coming period where the market will combine with the Internet to provide the best possible solutions.66

This has become the dominant position, and accordingly it is someone at the heart of the mainstream who sums the position up best. “What should we do?” Michael Kinsley asked in The Washington Post. “How about nothing?” He explains: “But will there be a Baghdad bureau? Will there be resources to expose a future Watergate? Will you be able to get your news straight and not in an ideological fog of blogs? Yes, why not—if there are customers for these things. There used to be enough customers in each of half a dozen American cities to support networks of  bureaus around the world. Now the customers can come from around the world as well.”67

Yochai Benkler has taken this approach the furthest, suggesting that the new journalism will be so radically different from the old that traditional concerns about resource support are no longer of pressing importance. We can have a leaner journalism, and it will still be much better, thanks to the Internet. He writes:Like other information goods, the production model of news is shifting from an industrial model–be it the monopoly city paper, IBM in its monopoly heyday, or Microsoft, or Britannica–to a networked model that integrates a wider range of practices into the production system: market and nonmarket, large scale and small, for profit and nonprofit, organized and individual. We already see the early elements of how news reporting and opinion will be provided in the networked public sphere.68





The Moody’s 2009 report mentioned before that indicated only 14 percent of newspaper budgets went to content creation underscored Benkler’s claim that journalism could be done far more efficiently online, where the massive distribution and printing costs that are killing old print media are minimal.69

There are grounds for the optimism of Huffington, Shirky, Kinsley, Benkler and the rest. There have been extraordinary developments in news and public affairs online, and the one thing we can be certain of is that more is on the way. The most striking development may be the rise of the blogosphere. Although much of the blogosphere peddles off-the-cuff opinion or links to other, frequently old-media, news stories, to leave the matter there would be grossly inaccurate. Blogging has evolved, in many instances, into a vehicle for sophisticated reporting as well as commentary, with original research and links to all sorts of evidence, background material, related articles and opposing positions. It has blasted open the once-shackled doors of journalism for a number of talented people who, for whatever reason, had been locked out of the old media system. There are times we think that if the only benefit of the Internet had been to make Glenn Greenwald’s blogging possible,  it would justify its development. And Glenn Greenwald is just the tip of the iceberg.

We embrace the argument of Huffington and her compatriots that many of the biggest stories of the past decade—including, as an example, the questioning of former Mississippi senator Trent Lott’s romanticizing of Strom Thurmond and the segregationist politics of the past that led to Lott’s resignation as GOP leader in the Senate in December 2002—were nurtured into news not by old media but by bloggers. Lawrence Lessig is right when he argues that the resignation of Lott would not have occurred without blogging. After the story “disappear[ed] from the mainstream press within forty-eight hours,” noted Lessig, “bloggers kept researching the story” until, “[f]inally, the story broke back into the mainstream press.”70 This pattern has played out again and again over the ensuing years, often with “The Huffington Post” and “Talking Points Memo” grabbing the sort of “scoops” on national and international stories that used to be the sole province of the now-shuttered Washington bureaus of our downsizing newspapers.

We also agree with Shirky and Benkler that there likely will be more remarkable developments that are impossible to anticipate in the coming years and decades. We are especially heartened by the development of “citizen journalism.”71 The idea that journalism is some sort of elite practice that should be restricted to professionals always struck us as dubious—after all, one of us (Nichols) started working for the local weekly newspaper in a small town in rural Wisconsin as an 11-year-old who had never taken a journalism class. Likewise we welcome the emergence of “pro-am” and “crowd sourcing” journalism, where citizens take up reporting and researching duties, often in collaboration with more experienced writers and editors. The immense labor power unleashed by “pro-am” journalism makes it possible to analyze huge amounts of research in a short period of time, as several Talking Points Memo projects have illustrated. And it is apparent that there is a great deal of talent that was previously lying fallow. The Wikipedia example demonstrates that “quantity can become quality if you do it right.”72

It is also true that there is an almost dizzying array of experimentation in journalism now taking place, almost always online. “It is quite likely  that a book written on this subject today will be out of date by next week,” the Knight Foundation’s Eric Newton writes. “Things are changing so fast, even the masters of the World Wide Web haven’t figured out how to tell the story electronically in real time.” Newton is optimistic some of the more than 150 journalism projects the Knight Foundation is affiliated with will take off.73 Some of this work is noncommercial, some of it is commercial, though none of it is yet profitable or self-supporting.

There is also a push for nonprofit groups to become producers of online journalism in the areas in which they are knowledgeable, taking advantage of their existing resources.74 We’re genuinely intrigued by attempts to link experienced journalists with NGOs, where they can pursue stories along beats relating to the work of these oversight and advocacy groups, even as we recognize that safeguards will have to be constructed to maintain journalistic voices and values in this unfamiliar territory. Even though there will be challenges, there are many more possibilities. And we embrace the general sense that this is a time to let a thousand flowers bloom, or at least be planted, without presupposing a structure. We think it is reasonable to presume that some of what comes up in the months and years ahead will be more sustainable and healthier than what it replaces.

This said, we confess to at least a trace of skepticism with regard to some of the current Internet euphoria. We think for all the extraordinary and revolutionary gains, there are also losses, sometimes important ones. There are costs we pay for becoming digitized—like, possibly, the diminished ability to concentrate for sustained periods, which was encouraged by a print culture.75 We also worry about the loss of physical community, which was sustained in an almost intangible manner by the old-brick newspaper office downtown, the delivery truck rumbling along urban streets, the guy at the newsstand, the girl with a paper route and the sense that the printed page of the local rag represented an institutional reference point for a city. We share at least some of the sentiment of one of our favorite old-media editors turned new-media bloggers, Dave Zweifel, who recalls with no small measure of sorrow “the days when a newspaper was as much a part of what pulled a city together as cheering for the baseball team.”76 But, while we can get nostalgic about  what papers were, we also understand that to a significant extent this is water under the bridge, and has as much currency as wailing about the charms of oral culture did after the invention of writing or the printing press. We aren’t going to pine for the past, as doing so is a distraction from building the sort of journalism that will sustain democracy in a future where newspapers simply will not play the role they once did.

We do have concerns about the Internet and the digital revolution that fall within immediate human control. As Joseph Turow of the University of Pennsylvania puts it, the Internet is to some extent “Yochai’s world,” referring to the social networking and information revolution extolled by Benkler. But it is also “Martin’s world,” referring to Martin Sorrell, the CEO of the WPP Group, the second-largest advertising agency holding company in the world, which is steadfastly determined to convert the Internet to a primarily commercial medium. As Turow argues, those enthralled with the revolutionary implications of the technology, like Benkler, sometimes underestimate the power of existing commercial forces to permeate and extend their power online.77 To the extent the Internet is more Martin’s world than Yochai’s, its democratic promise becomes less certain. In short, the technology is not magical.78 And we always remind folks that, within the lifetimes of living Americans, radio and television were seen as transformative technologies that would steer up toward the civil and democratic high road as opposed to the commercial low road they eventually plowed. In other words, every new technology inspires a battle between those who pursue its best and brightest potential and those business interests that would colonize it for their own enrichment.

We are reminded of the words of John Adams, the second president of the United States. “Bad men increase in knowledge as fast as good men,” he wrote in 1790, “and science, arts, taste, sense and letters, are employed for the purpose of injustice as well as for virtue.”79

In the fight for the Internet’s future, we should all be on the side of brilliant and optimistic theorists such as Benkler, Lessig and Cass Sunstein, who promise us that the social production of the Internet can revolutionize and democratize our societies.80 We have seen the way the Internet has developed news stories, disseminated them, and made possible real social change for the better. And if we embrace that possibility, there is much to be hopeful about.

Similarly, we can see a new and dramatically superior caliber of journalism emerging as a result of the Internet. It will be a journalism that will overcome the great limitations of professional journalism as it has been practiced in the United States: among other things, reliance upon the narrow range of opinion of people in power as the legitimate parameters of political debate, and a bias toward seeing the world through middle-class and upper-class eyes. It will be a journalism that can truly open up our politics, in the manner democratic theory suggests. Because there are so many variables with the technology it is impossible to project exactly how this new system of journalism will work and what it will look like, but the ingredients for a genuine media revolution are in place.

One way to conceptualize this new journalism, at its best, is to imagine it as a great jazz performance. Citizen journalists, bloggers, pro-am journalists and innovators we cannot even imagine would contribute along with paid professional journalists. The former would be the improvisers who would push the implicit logic and beauty of the music to its limits. The latter, the paid journalists, would be the melody and the rhythm section. Without them the improvisers are just making noise—perhaps brilliant noise, but noise all the same. Together the players begin to feed off of each other and produce genius.81

There is, however, one crucial area of disagreement between our view and that of Benkler and Shirky and our other fellow optimists. For the new system to work, as we see it, there needs to be a significant body of full-time paid journalists, covering their communities, the nation, the world, in competition and collaboration with other paid journalists. There need to be independent newsrooms where journalists who are secure enough in their livelihoods to focus on their work can collaborate, and receive professional editing, fact-checking and assistance. There needs to be expertise, developed over years of trial and error, in vital areas of specialty and paid journalists accountable for those beats. We need journalists trained in languages and history and culture to work international beats, and to have the credentials to protect them from governments.  There need to be news institutions that can preserve and promote journalism. As Ben Bagdikian once put it, “great journalism needs great institutions.” Institutions that can support long-term investigative work, and free up journalists to do their work, rather than having them try to hustle their next meal through shaking down an Internet micropayment or a commercial advertisement for their blog. Institutions that are respected and, yes, feared by the powerful players in business and politics. These great media institutions need to compete with other great media institutions, giving citizens muscular choices and distinct perspectives. Reporters, writers, editors and broadcast newsmen and women have to be able to make careers of this work or much of what we need will either not be done or not be done especially well.

This reality leads to three related problems with the “everything will be alright” approach that urges us all to relax and let the Internet and the marketplace work a sort of magic. First (and it is both revealing and astonishing that this point is so widely ignored): if we put Internet journalism in the driver’s seat, we are writing off the roughly 40 percent of the population that does not have a broadband connection. We are effectively disenfranchising 100 million Americans, disproportionately poor, of color, rural and elderly. Anyone who proceeds with this approach, who does not have a plan for rapid transition to ubiquitous broadband connection, is not serious about journalism as a democratic undertaking. We should not be aspiring to have a level of information inequality closer to that of a feudal society than a modern democracy. The notion that this problem will magically work itself out in the mix has proven fallacious; indeed, just as the old print press underserved inner cities and poor rural areas that had little appeal to advertisers, so digital media remains more niche than general, more elite than democratic. This is a problem that requires a policy solution, as we discuss in Chapter 4.

The second problem is that the argument admits that there will be an indefinite period where the resources going to journalism are certain to decline precipitously. “We could be at a moment where the short-term negative consequences of de-monetization are felt,” Wired editor Chris Anderson writes, “before the long-term positive effects.”82 During that interregnum, perhaps one or two decades, we apparently will have to get  by on chewing gum and bailing wire. To Anderson, this is no big deal. “We’ll get there. It’s so early…maybe the media is going to be a part-time job. Maybe media won’t be a job at all, but will instead be a hobby,” Anderson says, using the term media to refer to journalism. “The marketplace will sort this out.”83 Consider the immense social, economic and foreign-policy challenges before us immediately and in the coming generation, and ask yourself if this is an especially good time to lowball the resources going to journalism. Frankly, it strikes us as suicidal.

At this point a significant percentage of the already paltry number of paid full-time journalists who work primarily or significantly on the Web are being subsidized by their affiliation with old media. There were approximately 2,300 American online journalists at the start of 2009, reporters and editors who are subsidized by daily newspapers, as they work for the unprofitable Web site side of what is still referred to as “the paper.”84 Magazines such as Washington Monthly, The Atlantic, The Nation and National Review employ correspondents who provide considerable material online, but their paychecks are attached to old-media operations. What happens if and when the old-media paymasters close down—and close their checkbooks? What happens when the income dries up for all the journalists providing material to the Web? This is the moment we are approaching. What will be left standing, besides volunteers and citizen journalists? If the present business and even not-for-profit models that are in play are all we’ve got to rely on, there could actually be fewer online journalists. There will not be a sufficient number of full-time paid journalists working exclusively online during this interregnum.85 It could be years before we even replace the 2,300 newspaper online journalists, let alone make a dent in the tens of thousands of journalists’ jobs we have lost over the past two decades.

When one goes down the Nielsen list of the 30 most visited news and public-affairs Web sites in the United States for March and May 2009, 26 are connected to and subsidized by newspapers and broadcasters, and three are “aggregators” of material largely coming from the Web activities of old media. Only one site, “The Huffington Post,” produces original material. And even there, original journalism is a small portion of the “Huffington Post” menu. This is striking because Internet-news consumption is topheavy; each of the three most visited sites (MSNBC, CNN, Yahoo! News) gets nearly 10 times more visitors than the Web sites ranked in the bottom five of the top 30.86 What happens when the old-media firms can no longer subsidize their Web sites? Where will the content come from?

Third, and more to the point, where are the resources to support this new online journalism going to come from? Why should we believe that eventually the Internet and market will generate the resources to have a strong full-time force of working journalists? When one reads Shirky’s list of the most promising Web-journalism ventures, they are invariably small operations that show little or no indication of ever evolving into self-supporting powerhouses. And once one gets past the first tier of digital news media, one is quickly in the frozen tundra of one-person shops and volunteer labor.

Even some of the finest Web journalists—indeed, the finest journalists, period—are struggling to get by. Consider blogger Marcy Wheeler, who made a name for herself with her nuanced coverage of the politically volatile trial of former White House aide “Scooter” Libby, and has demonstrated the potential of the Web to break big stories that cross over to old media. In April 2009, Wheeler’s online scoop about Khalid Sheik Mohammed being water-boarded 183 times in one month supercharged the torture debate in the United States—causing such a stir that the blogger’s groundbreaking reporting earned attention on the front page of The New York Times. Wheeler should have been enjoying the kudos for her innovative and important investigative reporting. Instead, she was struggling to figure out how to make a living, and facing tough decisions about whether she could continue to subsidize her own part-time work as a journalist. Author and fellow blogger Jane Hamsher, the film producer and author who founded the popular Web site firedoglake.com in late 2004, tried to get major donors and foundations to back Wheeler’s work, arguing that “she’s consistently demonstrated the investigative skills that show what bloggers and those using online tools are uniquely capable of doing.”87 After getting turned down again and again, Hamsher finally launched an online campaign to raise $150,000 “to support Marcy, another investigative blogger to work with her, and a researcher to help them.” Two months after the launch, the campaign had raised $100,000  but remained far short of the goal for supporting one of the most preeminent and able bloggers in the business.88

This gets us to the heart of the question of where the money is going to come from to convert a proudly motley crew into the digital equivalent of the press system most democratic nations have enjoyed throughout their modern histories. Asked another way: If we can’t come up with a way to support Marcy Wheeler, an online journalist who is breaking stories worthy of the front page of The New York Times, how are we ever going to maintain serious reporting and writing on the Web?

Greg Mitchell, the editor of Editor & Publisher, makes a good point:All these people who forecast the end of newspapers because of the decline in Internet advertising and users being unwilling to pay for content can’t explain how the new Internet journalism websites are going to survive or even thrive—since most of them, too, need paid ads and/or subscribers. Are the ads on the new media websites cooler or less intrusive? Do their readers respond to ads differently than readers of a newspaper website? Will users who supposedly hate to pay for web content somehow decide to pay for it from online sites when there are plenty of free alternatives? I just don’t get it.89





Some observers forecast a large increase in advertising by local small businesses on sites that develop into go-to places for news in tightly knit communities, but this is highly speculative and there is no guarantee that such local advertising will attach itself to news Web sites.90 Heidi Sinclair predicts a digital world where major corporations like Nike will get in the media business and provide journalism directly related to their area of interest and expertise. Or celebrity journalists will become “brands” who will sell themselves individually to audiences and advertisers to support their work.91 We do not consider these options especially reassuring.

So what is left to bankroll the digital press? It looks like we’re down to three options: volunteer labor, individual donations and foundation grants.

Volunteer (or grotesquely undercompensated) labor would seem absurd on its face, but this is the oxygen that fuels much of the prospective  Internet journalism.92 “The blogosphere,” as prominent and well-regarded blogger Chris Bowers puts it, “is giving rise to something akin to a digital sweatshop. Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of Americans are producing enormous amount of content for pay that is just above, or below, minimum wage and includes neither benefits nor weekends.” The limitations of this approach are self-evident. People need to live, they want to have places to sleep, food to eat, health insurance, possibly even the time and resources to raise a family. Unless journalism can provide adequate compensation, it will be limited to a small number of self-selected people, either desperate for money or independently wealthy, with all the complications each of those scenarios presents. Bowers correctly concludes: This “is not a sustainable model for the people producing the content.”93

As for individual donations, experience with public broadcasting shows people will pay, but there would be an upper limit that is far below the money needed. Individuals gave $714 million to all public and community broadcasting stations in 2007. It has not grown as a percentage of public media revenues over the past decade, and only a fraction of that went toward journalism.94 Some of this money might be taken from Peter to pay Paul, and there might be additional money that could be shaken from the tree, but few serious analysts anticipate individual donations that can do more than supplement other sources of income. And as we’ve seen from the story of blogger Marcy Wheeler, the best on the Web are struggling to get the support they need. Even if the donation approach were to become viable, there is an additional concern: relying on the generosity of virtual strangers tends to extend the privileges of the upper-middle class and wealthy into the digital future because, to paraphrase the bank robber Willie Sutton, that is where the money is and bloggers seeking to survive will be inclined to follow it.

This brings us to foundations. As the newspaper meltdown unfolded in 2009, a movement was afoot to establish nonprofit newspapers and/or endowed newspapers, to be supported by philanthropy. One concept was that these would operate in conjunction with journalism Web sites that seek and receive the lion’s share of their income from foundations. Vince Stehle, a visionary member of the foundation community, and Charles  Lewis, a widely respected journalist who founded the Center for Public Integrity, have been vocal advocates of this course. As Lewis puts it: “It’s time for civil society, especially the nation’s foundations and individuals of means, to collaborate with journalists and experts who understand the changing economics of journalism in an imaginative, visionary plan that would support our precious existing nonprofit institutions and help to develop new ones.”95

Leaving aside the issue of whether we want foundations to have this much power—a concern that relates to the questions raised by relying on elite individual donors—how realistic is the foundation-funding model as a stable source of revenue for the next generation of journalism?

Our sense is that foundations can and should fund innovative projects, which may play a role in defining where journalism goes. And we expect that there will be individual cities where a wealthy and highly engaged foundation might keep a newspaper afloat, or develop a news-oriented Web site with reporters and editors serving a community that might otherwise go uncovered. But as a viable replacement for the broad network of commercial support of newspapers in the United States, the foundation “solution” seems to be another dead-end street.

For starters, many foundations provide only limited-term support, often for periods of three years or less, to new enterprises. Foundation boards and directors like to spawn groups, not bankroll them in perpetuity. Between 2005 and 2009, some 180 foundations provided $128 million to news and information initiatives—leaving aside public broadcasting grants—according to the most comprehensive study of the matter. And nearly half of this money went to just three investigative-journalism projects.96 After decades of intensive efforts to attract philanthropic support, public broadcasters obtained $225 million from foundations in 2007—7.7 percent of their revenues—but only a portion of that supports journalism.97

It strains credulity to think that the United States is going to see a dramatic increase in funding to support journalism, especially with foundation nest eggs having been battered in the stock market—and apparently robbed by Bernie Madoff. Moreover, mass layoffs and plant closings create a greater demand for social spending along the lines that has traditionally attracted substantial philanthropic support. Lewis calculates that in 2008 $20 million  in foundation money supported nonprofit publishers of investigative reporting. 98 That is less than one-tenth of the annual newsroom budget of a single newspaper, The New York Times.99 Put another way: the typical pay for a veteran reporter on The Seattle Post-Intelligencer runs about $50,000 a year.100 The P-I laid off roughly 150 reporters and editors when it ended its print edition. If we took all $20 million and spent it to get the P-I Web site staffed up to a level equaling what was lost—and that would be capable of covering the region in a reasonably thorough and competitive manner—provided reasonable benefits and then promoted the new project, much of the money would be gone before we filled the void in a single city.

We’re fans of Chuck Lewis and his efforts to find new avenues for journalism. We’ve worked with him over the years. But, frankly, we would feel a lot better if Lewis’s $20 million figure had a few more digits attached to it, or if there was some reasonable expectation that they might appear in our lifetimes.

Although we are enthusiastic about nonprofit media institutions, as we discuss in Chapter 4, and we welcome foundations that want to write checks, we are convinced that if the future of journalism in America is left primarily to the foundation community, it will remain small, unstable and impoverished. We have to think bigger.




Best Practices

The discussion heretofore has been by necessity somewhat abstract. Another, more illustrative way to get at these issues is to look at a handful of the most exciting and prominent new-media ventures that have emerged on the Internet over the past few years. The proliferation of Web ventures that are read by substantial numbers of Americans for their news content is evolving on literally a daily basis. The options range from a pioneering news aggregator, “The Drudge Report,” recently run as a two-man shop by “conservative muckraker”101 Matt Drudge and Andrew Breitbart, to the 24/7 news-generating site that uses all the resources of Drudge’s frequent nemesis, The New York Times, with its 101 Pulitzer Prizes, 11 national news bureaus, 26 foreign news bureaus and nearly 1,300 print journalists and 80 “producers” and editors working exclusively for its nytimes.com site. 102

Drudge recently bought a posh new home in Miami; the New York Times Company recently slashed its dividend and announced that it would borrow against its headquarters to avoid cash-flow problems.103 Such are the stark outlines of journalism on the Web.

Drudge, who once joked that he had a “more than adequate curriculum vitae for a post at 7-Eleven,” is anything but the model of the “Timesman” (or woman).104 But, when it comes to defining the Web as a source of news that could compete with and often beat everyone else to the story, the man Newsweek’s Michael Isikoff dismisses as “a menace to honest, responsible journalism” has been at least as significant a player as anyone at the nation’s newspaper of record.105 Eccentric, even cartoonish, Drudge modeled himself on a previously controversial journalist, gossipmonger Walter Winchell, but from the beginning in the mid-1990s he brought a hard-news sensibility to the Web. It was, admittedly, one that owed more to the tabloids of the 1920s than to the determinedly dull newspapers and newsmagazines of the latter 20th century; yet, when it scooped the old media on stories such as the 1995 firing of Connie Chung as the CBS News coanchor and 1996 Republican presidential nominee Bob Dole’s selection of Jack Kemp as his running mate, “The Drudge Report” became what even the Times acknowledged was “must reading for journalists, studio executives and politicos on both coasts.”106 More importantly, Drudge was being read by tens of thousands, then hundreds of thousands, then millions of Americans each month—and not just from the conservative base that breathlessly followed his lusty revelations about the Bill Clinton-Monica Lewinsky soap opera—creating a record of page views for a self-created and self-produced Web site that began to illustrate the Web’s potential.

In 2002, when “The Drudge Report” surpassed the 1-billion-views mark for a single year, its editor declared triumphantly:In every state and nearly every civilized nation in the developed world, readers know where to go for action and reaction of news—at least one day ahead ... Free from any corporate concerns ... this new attempt at the old American experiment of full freedom in reporting is ever exciting. Those in power have everything to lose by individuals who march to their own rules.107





Drudge’s rules were not just his own.108 They were those of “the frontier” that was (and to some extent still is) the World Wide Web, a media no-man’s-land and everyman’s land where newspaper companies were losing tens of millions of dollars trying to figure out how to “do journalism on the Internet” and a conservative populist wearing a fedora was by most accounts making close to $1 million a year by 2004.109 Old-media executives, and journalism purists, might still be mocking Drudge, but societal observers such as Camille Paglia were talking about how they “relished his take-no-prisoners bitch-slapping of the cliquish media panjandrums, snorting away in their lofty sense of false superiority,” and hailing him as “the kind of bold, entrepreneurial, free-wheeling, information-oriented outsider we need far more of in this country.”110

Ultimately, the Paglia view would prevail. And the notion of the oneman site or small shop tackling “the cliquish media panjandrums” and beating them at a digital version of their own game would take hold as a model for peddling news and views on the Web. ABC News and TIME magazine political analyst Mark Halperin’s description of Drudge as “the Walter Cronkite of his era” was as silly—a rather typically over-the-top attempt by an old-media insider to appear ‘Net-savvy—as it was inaccurate. 111 Drudge has never tried to cover all the news in an authoritative manner; in fact, he frequently neglects foreign affairs and shows little interest in economic debates. His forte has always been political gossip. And even this he tends to “report” with links to newspaper Web sites and the occasional leak from old-media reporters and journalistic hangers-on. He makes enough money to keep his small shop afloat but—perhaps wisely—has never been very interested in sharing the wealth with reporters and editors or in creating what his old-media competitors would characterize as a “serious” news operation. That said, Drudge was a pioneer who struck gold (in the form of news scoops and attention) and silver (in the form of sufficient revenue from backers and advertisers to support himself in a comfortable manner). Like most successful pioneers he attracted not just followers but imitators.

When former American Prospect Washington editor Josh Marshall’s site, “Talking Points Memo,” launched in the fall of 2000—in the midst of the Bush v. Gore Florida-recount fight—it evolved the model.112 There  was still a lot of aggregation from old-media news sites, but Marshall’s blog featured smart analysis of what he was reading. Marshall’s dogged coverage of the scandal involving Trent Lott’s seeming endorsement of Strom Thurmond’s old segregationist platform has, as we have noted, been broadly credited with forcing Lott to step aside as the Senate Republican Leader in 2002.113 This was old-fashioned muckraking journalism of the classic sort, as was Marshall’s aggressive-obsessive coverage of the 2005 debate over George Bush’s attempt to privatize Social Security.

Like “The Drudge Report,” “TPM” employs language that is more raucous and sensational than might be found in most contemporary newspaper or magazine articles—Marshall labeled Bush’s speaking tour on behalf of Social Security reform “Bamboozlepalooza” and called Democrats who wavered on the issue “Mumbojumbocrats”—but the wordplay would have been familiar to Upton Sinclair and the muckrakers of the previous century. And it was effective on multiple levels. During the Social Security debate, Marshall built a community of readers and contributors, a sort of journalistic social-networking operation similar to that seen on the liberal “Daily Kos” and conservative “RedState” sites, but with even more in the way of empowerment. Marshall invited readers to monitor local newspapers for comments from House and Senate members and then feed what they found into the Web equivalent of a Capitol Hill “whip list” identifying where legislators stood. “This is crowd sourcing—reporting based on the work of many people, including your readers,” explains media critic Dan Kennedy, who describes these sorts of initiatives, in which “TPM” specializes, as “a different kind of journalism, based on the idea that my readers know more than I do.”114 What Marshall and his readers engage in is muscular democratic work, but it is not quite so innovative as some ‘Net utopians might imagine. In fact, it is very much in the tradition of the old “reading the roll” features of La Follette’s Weekly, the crusading magazine that would eventually evolve into The Progressive .115

“TPM” still does a lot of aggregating—borrowing from and commenting upon journalism produced by old media—but the blog has also broken more than its share of new ground. Its featuring of prominent guest bloggers—former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich, 2004 Democratic  vice-presidential nominee John Edwards, economist Dean Baker—has been much copied. And its original reporting—by Marshall and journalists he has hired for an expanding set of TPM-linked sites—has earned the sort of official recognition once reserved for the nation’s great newspapers and magazines. In 2008, TPM’s coverage of the midterm dismissal of seven U.S. Attorneys by the Bush administration’s Department of Justice earned one of journalism’s highest honors, a George Polk Award for legal reporting—the first, but surely not the last, for a blog.116 TPM was not just collecting plaudits, however; it was attracting readers—close to half a million unique visitors a month during the 2008 presidential campaign—and enough money to build a staff equivalent to that of a small magazine.117 Through a combination of advertising revenue and online fund-raising among readers—think of it as a digital variation on the public-radio pledge drive—TPM was able to pay for specific reporting projects (for instance, covering the 2004 primary campaign in New Hampshire) and the creation of new projects. These include TPMCafe, where readers are invited to exchange ideas with politicians and specialists about issues of the day, and TPMMuckraker, where investigative reporters and crowd-sourcing readers dog officials and sort through “document dumps” by federal agencies. “The basic model is we are an ad-supported company,” explains Marshall, who employed 10 reporters by 2009. “Often when we want to do some major expansion, we go to readers.”118

Marshall is the first to admit that he is evolving a model for producing what he describes as “a combination of opinion journalism and traditional shoe-leather reporting” on the Web, and he thinks well and wisely about the struggle. “The question in my mind: Are we just in a period of tumult and we’ll settle down and have the same kind of dominant entities—or is there something about the technology that has created a permanent ingrained ease of entry into the space? I think the latter is the case,” he argues. “The way TPM came into existence—without any concept that it would be a company with multiple employees—simply wouldn’t have been possible in any technological universe before the one that existed in the last ten years.”119

We would agree, as we do with Marshall’s view that “the more voices you have, the more takes on the news, you’re just going to have a more  vibrant and diverse news ecosystem—as opposed to having two or three gatekeepers that control the news.”120 But early in 2009, his lean, mean operation had just two investigative reporters and an ability to focus intensely on only a relatively narrow range of subjects—almost all of them national in character and politically “hot.” TPM’s “capacity” expanded substantially in July 2009, when supporters of the operation agreed to invest “$500,000 to $1 million” in support of a move “to increase the number of employees, to roughly 20, from the current 11, in the next 10 months.”121 Over the next several years, Marshall hopes to take that number to roughly 60, a significant number for a news-oriented Web site but still far fewer reporters than is currently employed by a mid-sized daily newspaper. And Marshall is attracting the readership and support of many of the most actively engaged Americans who might reasonably be expected to commit resources to this sort of work. We hope, and believe, that TPM will survive and thrive in the future. But we don’t see its model as one that begins to meet the broad need for journalism that provides the great mass of citizens with the information they will require to govern themselves. Marshall has found a wellspring sufficient to support one remarkable but quite small project. However, we find it exceptionally difficult to imagine that there are enough additional wellsprings to support the hundreds of TPM-like projects that will be needed to provide the basic coverage, let alone the intensive investigative reporting, that a society of America’s size demands. And we worry about the tendency of many sincere observers of the current journalistic meltdown to find individual examples of success on the Web—especially ones with a genesis so seemingly accidental as Marshall’s “without any concept that it would be a company with multiple employees” process—and presume that they can fill the void.

Clearly, there must be more models—bigger, bolder, even more adventurous ones. And there must be sounder structures to support them.

Arianna Huffington is attempting to meet these challenges with “The Huffington Post” and, by virtue of her own überpersona and taste for outside-the-box thinking, she has attracted immense attention and Nielsen NetRatings (one measure of page views) that are the envy of the industry.122 Already a multimedia personality—and former California  gubernatorial candidate—before she, former AOL Time Warner executive vice president Kenneth Lerer and Massachusetts Institute of Technology Media Lab graduate Jonah Peretti launched the blog to beat all blogs in May 2005, Huffington never cloaked her desire to create a progressive variation on “The Drudge Report.” “We could not have existed without Drudge,” she told Washington Post media critic Howard Kurtz in 2007. “Drudge habituated people to going online for their news.”123 Like “The Drudge Report,” “HuffPost” is hyperactive, constantly updated with an eye toward moving “sexy” items up and ditching the dull, focused not just on politics but also on entertainment and gossip. It is relaxed about the definition of what will be highlighted—anything from a one-line alert to a thoughtful rumination by actor John Cusack on the high crimes and misdemeanors of Dick Cheney. The point is to attract readers, and “HuffPost” does just that, grabbing close to 9 million unique visitors a month by 2009, as compared with 3.4 million for “Drudge” and 3.5 million for Slate, the ad-supported Web-only news, arts and sports “magazine” that was started by Microsoft under Kinsley’s editorship before it was sold to The Washington Post Co.124

“HuffPost” has exceeded most of its initial expectations—especially those involving competition with “The Drudge Report.” “HuffPost” is packed with blog posts from political and entertainment celebrities. One day in June 2009, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton was weighing in on combating global poverty and hunger while hip-hop entrepreneur Russell Simmons was ruminating on hate speech and très chic French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy pondered the prospects for Middle East peace. On the same page were snippets from the previous night’s David Letterman show and ads for Palmolive soap, as well as aggregated news about North Korea vowing to “weaponize” its plutonium next to a video of actress Jennifer Aniston joking about her love life. Its organized chaos might be horrifying to a contemporary newspaper editor locked in the keep-itdull-and-drab mentality of 21st-century print media but it would not unsettle any old-school “penny press” editor who measured success in millions of tabloids sold.

Huffington has figured out a lot about the Web that traditional news executives continue to struggle with. She knows, for instance, that the  “paywall” schemes won’t work. And she recognizes that people don’t go looking for “balance,” as defined by journalism-school professors but never, ever successfully achieved in print or broadcast media. Readers have always sought a best approximation of the truth—perhaps their truth, perhaps Huffington’s—and she’s willing to offer up her variation without apology. Ask her about bias and balance and she responds: “Very often truth is on one side or the other. That’s not partisanship.”125 In this sense, Huffington “gets” what most newspaper editors still fail to recognize: that no one buys their pious pronouncements about maintaining objectivity. And that’s one of the reasons why she suggests that no one—make that almost no one—is buying their papers.

But while Huffington is sometimes portrayed as being out to strangle newspapers—a prospect that a New Yorker cartoon famously portrayed—she is in fact a passionate believer in journalism who thinks she might yet be able to teach newspapers how to save themselves, most likely on the Web rather than in print, but Huffington is not the sort to rule anything out. And at a moment when newspapers are cutting, she’s hiring. The “HuffPost” staff is small, about 60, but it includes some remarkable writers, including Tom Edsall, the veteran Washington Post reporter who has occupied a Pulitzer chair at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism. Edsall is convinced that what “HuffPost” is doing is journalism, and so are we.126 This site does not just make news—something Huffington is very good at—it breaks news, as when one of the citizen journalists participating in “HuffPost”’s “Off the Bus” project during the 2008 presidential campaign stirred up the Democratic nomination race by publishing some not very flattering comments about Pennsylvania primary voters by front-runner Barack Obama.127

But is “HuffPost” really a replacement for newspapers, and does it pay for itself? The answer to each question, at least at this point, is “no.” While its commentary is robust, most of the news that appears on “HuffPost” is still aggregated content from old media. Its small cadre of reporters works hard and gets scoops, but they still tend to dig in predictable fields—the White House briefing room, for instance—that downsized print operations are prone to work. But there are not enough “HuffPost” reporters and they are hard to find beyond the elite warrens of Washington, New  York and Hollywood—although Huffington is now making a sincere and potentially significant effort to highlight blogging from around the country and to get reporters on the ground in cities such as Chicago and New York. Our sense is that “HuffPost” will go from strength to strength, especially with the May 2009 hiring of CNET Networks editor in chief Jai Singh as the site’s managing editor. The Web-savvy Singh’s announcement that “The bottom line is the Huffington Post has figured out how new media should be” is a meaningful endorsement.128

Reasonable voices may still debate whether “HuffPost” really “has figured out how new media should be.” But this project, for all its strengths, is not yet the replacement for old media that is necessary. It may have a reporter getting called on by Barack Obama, but it does not have full-time reporters at the Department of Agriculture, keeping daily watch on food-safety issues, let alone in the farm country of rural Iowa or arrayed along the food-processing route where Upton Sinclair, on assignment from the old socialist newspaper Appeal to Reason, did the muckraking that would spawn The Jungle and the investigative-journalism impulse of the Progressive Era.

It is not that Huffington and her compatriots are uninterested in producing the journalism that might give America a new generation of well-trained and reasonably compensated journalists ready and willing to echo the declaration allegedly made by Upton Sinclair: “Hello! I’m Upton Sinclair, and I’m here to write the Uncle Tom’s Cabin of the Labor Movement!” 129 The problem is that it costs money, lots of money, to field the armies of investigative reporters that are needed to find and expose the new “inferno(s) of exploitation” that are every bit as concerning as those Sinclair uncovered a century ago. And, as Huffington admits, her project is at best “breaking even.”130

In March 2009, “HuffPost” announced that it would assign a group of investigative journalists to start digging into economic stories. But support for the project did not come from subscription money or ad revenues. Rather, as Associated Press reported, “The popular Web site is collaborating with The Atlantic Philanthropies and other donors to launch the Huffington Post Investigative Fund with an initial budget of $1.75 million. That should be enough for 10 staff journalists who will  primarily coordinate stories with freelancers.”131 Declaring that she hoped to make hires from the vast pool of laid-off daily-newspaper reporters, Huffington said, “All of us increasingly have to look at different ways to save investigative journalism.”

The key phrase there is “look at different ways.”

There is much to celebrate in the willingness of a journalism-oriented, highly engaged foundation like The Atlantic Philanthropies to help “HuffPost” hire a handful of high-profile investigative reporters, just as there is much to celebrate in the even more ambitious commitment of The Sandler Foundation—in alliance with The Atlantic Philanthropies, The JEHT Foundation and The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation—to provide $10 million in start-up money for ProPublica, a nonprofit independent newsroom run by former Wall Street Journal managing editor Paul Steiger and former Portland Oregonian managing editor Stephen Engelberg with two dozen full-time reporters and editors.132

These projects and similar initiatives at the regional and state levels—such as the New England Center for Investigative Reporting at Boston University and the Wisconsin Center for Investigative Journalism—are exciting, and we’re delighted that they are being backed by the foundations we have mentioned, as well as the Ethics and Excellence Journalism Foundation, the Knight Foundation and the exquisitely named Sam Adams Alliance.133

We’ve been impressed with the take-no-prisoners approach to reporting on the financial meltdown by some of the ProPublica reporters. But in reading the ProPublica site, we’ve been struck by the fact that many of the featured articles are really just aggregations of pieces produced by newspapers around the country. The aggregation is certainly useful, but this is not exactly trailblazing. And it is definitely premature to suggest that ProPublica, which attracts scant traffic to its own Web site—two days after a compelling and well-researched piece suggesting that “buy American” provisions in the federal economic-stimulus plan might cause a “trade war” with Canada was put up in mid-June, not a single reader had commented on it—is developing a model that seems sustainable without continued foundation funding.134 The ProPublica folks aren’t claiming differently; in fact, they’ve launched a “Steal Our Stories” campaign to  encourage traditional news outlets to pick up the project’s articles,135 along with those of other not-for-profit journalism projects such as the Center for Investigative Reporting, the Investigative Reporting Workshop, the Investigative Fund of the Nation Institute and the Center for Public Integrity.136

This “partnering” between foundation-funded investigative-reporting projects at the national, regional and state levels holds promise for getting stories to broader audiences. But there are perils in the one-size-fits-all model of setting up a single investigative-reporting source for a whole state—especially at a time when newspapers that are cutting back on reporting will be all too willing to publish free “content.” Instead of competition for stories by newsrooms with different perspectives, we’re trending toward the single source that journalists and democrats have wisely feared across history.

If it seemed likely to us that there would be multiple newsrooms working investigative—and, frankly, local—beats in cities around the country, we’d be more encouraged. But what’s developing does not appear to us like a sound model, journalistically or economically.

We are more intrigued by some of the local newsrooms that have sprung up in cities around the country, such as the Voice of San Diego site and MinnPost in the Twin Cities.137 This is where the rubber meets the road, at the local level where newspapers are cutting back and even closing. Can these new online news operations make a go of it? At MinnPost—which promises “high-quality journalism for news-intense people who care about Minnesota”—the signs are journalistically encouraging; reporters such as former Minneapolis Star Tribune writer Eric Black are producing sharp, well-edited political reporting that challenges expectations, asks tough questions and provides real insight.138 At Voice of San Diego, the coverage of city affairs is on many days at least as thorough as that found on the Web site of the city’s daily newspaper, The San Diego Union-Tribune, which has been making deep cuts. Both Voice of San Diego and MinnPost are hiring local journalists in small but credible numbers, and they are diversifying their funding sources beyond the usual foundations by trying to build mass bases of donors—call them “subscribers” if you like, or, as MinnPost does, “micro-sponsors.” “This year, we’re projecting a massive increase in our corporate sponsorships. And the number of $1,000 to $5,000 donors is going up each week. Is it really that crazy to think that, like the opera or museum of art, we’ll be able to significantly diversify our funding to sustain a $2 million organization?” says Scott Lewis of the Voice of San Diego, referencing the budget he hopes to establish for the digital newsroom, which now has eight reporters and a budget of roughly $800,000.139

Perhaps. But we’d counsel caution regarding those corporate donations. And we’d also remind our friend that his musical metaphor is not a new one. Ralph Ingersoll, the founder of the experimental ad-free New York City daily, PM, which was something of a journalistic sensation in the early 1940s, used to describe his generous supporters—primarily millionaire Marshall Field—as folks who compared “PM in some ways to the Philharmonic Orchestra. No one thinks of disbanding the Philharmonic merely because it doesn’t now support itself.”140

Two years after Ingersoll uttered those words, the money dried up and PM began a rapid decline that would within another year lead to the disbanding of what remained of its newsroom.

We don’t want to rain on anyone’s parade here. But we think the most accurate assessment of the many exciting and important online news, investigative-reporting and commentary projects that we’ve checked out comes from Stephen Janis, senior reporter for Investigative Voice, a terrific site in Baltimore. In its first few months, Investigative Voice broke major stories about city-hall corruption and was hailed by WUSA-TV reporter Scott Broom as “a wake-up call to traditional print reporters and broadcasters.” Yet, Janis says, the site gets by thanks primarily to free labor by reporters who aren’t making much if any of a living. “The business model,” says an understated Janis, “is a challenge.”141




How to Think About Journalism

As exciting and promising as many of the new online journalism ventures are, we believe that the only honest conclusion available to us is that the overall resources are woefully insufficient to fund a new generation of journalism institutions and practices that might satisfactorily meet the needs  of the American people. While the ventures that we have examined—and that we have consulted and commiserated about with journalists, academics, activists and analysts of the media landscape—may ultimately prove more than adequate for our journalism needs, they are not so at present. And there is no reason to think they will be for quite some time, if ever. Indeed, were this any other circumstance, we suspect Americans of almost every partisan and ideological perspective would be quick to point out the absurdity of the situation and declare, “Let’s get serious about cleaning up this mess or just abandon it altogether.”

So what’s preventing the discussion from taking a practical turn?

In our view, two false premises have prevented Americans from comprehending the truth of our journalism crisis, and realistically appraising what can be done. First, there is the assumption that journalism is naturally and appropriately an enterprise to be conducted by profit-motivated and profit-defined firms competing in the market. Because the system dominated the media spectrum and worked reasonably well—although how well is certainly debatable—for 150 years, most Americans have reached the reasonable conclusion that this was the “American Way.” Markets work, and always produce rational outcomes, so the theory goes. The big problem with that line of thinking is the word always. We can now see that this period of profit-driven, advertising-supported journalism resulted from a constellation of factors that were historically specific. Those factors have declined in importance and the production of journalism is therefore in sharp decline. Thus, the challenge is not simply to create a business context in which producing journalism can again be profitable. This is a case where journalism as we know it, and to the extent we need it, will never be profitable again, at least for the visible future. That is the starting point for addressing the crisis.

The second false premise is that government involvement in creating journalism is, by definition, evil and should be avoided at all costs. America currently suffers from a fairy-tale understanding of the relationship of government to media that suggests that the range of possible government intervention runs from regulatory interference with press independence to the threat of direct censorship. The less government, therefore, the better. In fact, the relationship of the government to the  press is far more complex and vital than the conventional wisdom allows. As we will argue in the balance of this book, the government has a range of important tools at its disposal to create, energize and where necessary subsidize a strong, pluralistic and independent press system. None of these tools entail having politicians bail out and directly fund state or private media—nor do they permit or condone censorship of media content. We can have our cake and eat it too. In fact, that is what we had, more or less, in the first few generations of our nation’s history, before entrepreneurs determined they could get wealthy producing newspapers.

How should Americans think about journalism so that we can position ourselves to make wise policy? It would be comforting to imagine that merely repeating all the famous quotations from our founders and great philosophers about the importance of journalism to the survival of democracy would be enough to inspire an understanding that we cannot allow the enterprise to go down with the corporate-news-media ship. Should it not be enough to repeat Jefferson’s mantra: “The only security of all is in a free press. The force of public opinion cannot be resisted when permitted freely to be expressed. The agitation it produces must be submitted to. It is necessary, to keep the waters pure.”142 Then we all just get down to the work of securing a free press and keeping the waters pure? Alas, those words have been spoken so widely in so many different contexts for so many different purposes they have lost their power, if not their meaning. The same person can invoke Thomas Jefferson, and then, incongruously and shamelessly, argue that we must allow journalism to collapse, unless rich people can make money providing it, and suggest that by some mad calculus this is the way of democracy.143

So let us conclude the chapter by providing four related ways to rethink journalism, which shine light clearly on the role of the government and the policymaking process. The past several decades have seen the development of significant advances in social science, economics and political theory that help us better understand the policy issues surrounding media, and that is where we turn presently.

First, and most important, in economics the notion of “public goods” has become a staple of the field. It refers to goods, often of considerable social importance, which cannot be effectively excluded from use by  consumers who do not “pay” for them, and goods that can be consumed by one person without reducing their availability to be consumed by another. 144 National-defense or public-health (anti-epidemic) services are generally offered as examples of public goods. We need to be defended and we need to have measures taken to prevent pandemics, but it is impossible for individuals to purchase these, despite their importance. Moreover, few would pay for national defense voluntarily if someone else will do so; they would prefer to get the “free ride” by living in the same country. No one wants to be a chump. So no business can produce and sell this good. Either we all have it, or no one has it. Markets cannot work. It requires collective action.

The more a good or service has public-good attributes, the more appropriate it is to argue that there is a necessary role for the government to provide policies to encourage production of that good, and to share the expense equitably. That does not mean that there is not a role for commercial players and market forces, but the government plays quarterback, or the game never gets moving. It is a matter for policy deliberation and debate. Public-good theory is of value for understanding journalism in several ways.

Media content, including journalism, is not exactly a public good like national defense, but it has certain important attributes of a public good. (Hence, for the sake of discussion, most media economists characterize journalism as a public good.145) While journalism can be sold in a market, for example, the information and ideas (the value) contained within it can then be passed along at no charge to others. People have little incentive not to pass what they have learned along, because this process of sharing the original news article does not undermine the initial consumer’s satisfaction. It is just as likely to enhance it; we get a certain satisfaction when we approach a friend or neighbor with the words: “Hey, did you see that?” People could not similarly share the same hamburger or the same pair of socks or most other commodities, which can more reasonably be thought of as “private goods.”

This distinction makes for serious problems for markets in media industries.

In book publishing, for example, if people could simply republish any book they purchased themselves, the supply would increase, prices would  plummet and consumers would benefit in the near-term, but authors would receive much less compensation. They would possibly have to stop writing books so they could support themselves. Copyright emerged as a policy solution to this problem, and dates to the emergence of commercial publishing. It allowed authors to have government-created monopoly rights to authorize the publication of their books for a set period of time so they could make enough money to have incentive to continue to write books.

Over-the-air broadcasting as it has been practiced is a public good. Whether three or 300 million people watch a program does not change the cost of producing that program or affect the satisfaction of individual viewers. There is no incentive to produce programs, because no one will pay you for them when they can watch them for free. Most nations solved this problem by using public money to create broadcasting content available to all. In the United States advertising emerged as the means to support content and make broadcasting viable.

The Internet, too, has strong attributes of a public good, and has undermined the “private good” attributes of old media. Internet service providers obviously can exclude people, but the actual content—the value, the ideas—once one accesses them can be shared with no loss of value for the consumer. It is also extremely inexpensive and easy to share material. This is built into the culture and practices of the Web. It has made it difficult for the “subscription” model to be effective. It explains much of the problem the film and music industries are having with the Internet, as well as firms that produce journalism. Because it is clear that advertising is not going to subsidize media content on the Internet as it did for broadcasting, we are in a situation where we may learn from public-good theory. In our view, what this suggests is we ought to be looking at ways to use public funds at the front end to produce content, and then allow it to be free on the Internet. At the most fundamental level, if we recognize the enormous changes that are reshaping how we can and will communicate, this is how we should be thinking about journalism.

This leads to the second way of thinking about journalism, a related concept to public goods, what economists call “externalities.” These are the costs and benefits of market transactions that are not borne by the  buyer or seller. Pollution is the classic negative externality that everyone cites. Neither the purchaser of automobiles nor the producer of automobiles has had to factor the immense environmental cost of automobiles into the price of the product, so the market cannot address pollution. Society pays these costs because they are external to the market. As a rule, markets are considered to be inefficient and inappropriate if there are large negative externalities, or potentially large and valuable positive externalities the market has no interest in generating. At the very least, markets with large negative externalities require government regulation to lessen the damage. (Consider whether automobiles would have spread so quickly if the cost of every car had included its share of the price for cleaning up the environment that we will be forced to pay if our species is to have much of a future.)

Government spending is often used in areas where it can generate large positive externalities, or where it will prevent or minimize negative developments in their absence. (This spending is often in sectors the market underdevelops, so there is a link to public-good theory, though they are a bit different.) Public education is a classic case. Good public schools will lead to a more educated society, with a higher standard of living and a more developed culture. This benefits everyone, even people who do not have children in public schools. The loss of the positive externality would produce consequences no one would want: lower economic growth, more crime, social insecurity and the like.146 It is why people support public education, and why many of the founders of our nation put such emphasis upon it.

Journalism is chock-full of powerful externalities. If we have a tremendous journalism that informs and engages people, it will lead to more efficient and effective governance, a healthier economy and a vibrant culture. All our lives will be fuller and richer. It will benefit everyone, even people who elect not to consume journalism directly. Likewise, if the market downgrades and corrupts the production of journalism, it will lead to an ignorant citizenry with resultant corruption and misery. We will all suffer as a result. This is the scenario unfolding at present. Understanding journalism as having important externalities does not tell us what specific policy or policies to employ, but it tells us how to constructively think about the policymaking process.147

For economic activities that are public goods and/or that have powerful positive externalities, it can be difficult, even impossible, for people to use the marketplace to express their desires for the good or service. How does one demonstrate in the marketplace that one wants national defense or public health? What goods do you buy? It cannot be done. Along these lines, sometimes people want to have goods, and are willing to pay for them, even if they do not ever plan to use them. By market economics, this does not compute. We must confess that neither of us ever plans to take a trip to a national park in the balance of our lifetimes. If we counted our votes in the marketplace, that would mean we don’t care if national parks exist. Privatize them, pave them over, who cares? Just lower our taxes, right? Wrong. In fact, we are strong supporters of national-park expansion and are more likely to vote for politicians who raise our taxes to that end. Because we like the idea that nature is being preserved, and we want to live in a country and world where there is more protected wilderness, our personal consumption choices in the market do not accurately reflect how we want society’s resources allocated.

This is the situation with journalism, and a main limitation of journalism markets. Research with working-class Americans demonstrates that a striking number of them want public broadcasting, and are willing to pay taxes to support it, even if they do not plan to watch it themselves. 148 They want it for their children, or just to know there is somewhere to turn for noncommercial programming. It is a therefore a very popular use of government funds.149 Our experience suggests the same thing is and will be true of journalism. Even people who do not regularly consume journalism like the idea that journalism exists, and that people are reporting on government, economics and the news of the day. They are willing to pay to see that journalism thrives even if they, for whatever reason, do not themselves plan to partake in it in substantial portions.

A third way to think about journalism is as a necessary part of our infrastructure. The term infrastructure is used primarily to refer to the roads, bridges, water systems, dams, airports, rail systems, schools, public utilities and the like that form the backbone upon which economic activity takes place. These are expenses that tend to be borne by the public sector.  Over the past three decades, the U.S. infrastructure has fallen into collapse. The American Society of Civil Engineers estimates the United States needs to spend $2.2 trillion over the next five years to get our infrastructure to the level of other economically advanced nations.150 Financier Felix Rohatyn once told New York Times columnist Bob Herbert, “A modern economy needs a modern platform, and that’s the infrastructure.”151 Increasingly, Americans understand that the Internet and broadband access are necessary parts of our infrastructure, as so much of our economic activity has shifted online. That the United States has fallen so far behind much of Europe and East Asia in broadband penetration and quality has proven damaging to economic growth and innovation.

We believe that we need to think of institutions producing journalism as a necessary and indispensable part of our economic infrastructure. In this book to this point and in all of our previous work, the emphasis has always been on the significance of journalism for democracy, and, conversely, the significance of democracy for journalism.152 Arguably, the significance of journalism for markets to function efficiently and rationally is every bit as important. To work efficiently, markets depend upon consumers, workers and investors having accurate information, and such information is not generated through osmosis. It comes in large part from journalism, especially as political events and decisions go a long way toward shaping market activities. This is why we expect free market economists will rally to the cause of journalism, once they regard it as necessary infrastructure for all markets to function efficiently rather than as an area of economic importance only to the extent it can generate profits in its own right for investors.153 It is difficult to imagine an advanced economy working well in the absence of strong journalism.

Allow us to be more concrete. If there is only one media lesson from the current economic crisis, let it be this: the global economic depression would not have taken place, or at the very least it would have been far less severe, had the United States had quality journalists in popular news media covering and investigating the financial sector and housing industry over the past dozen years. Dean Baker demonstrated that before the economy crashed the most cited expert, by far, in the major news media on the housing bubble was David Lereah, the hyperventilating  chief economist of the National Association of Realtors, and author of the 2005 book Why the Real Estate Boom Will Not Bust—And How You Can Profit From It.154 By Baker’s count, Lereah alone received nearly one-half of the 3,600 citations in the major news media on the housing situation in 2005 and 2006.155 It is not exactly like Lereah had any track record as an economic genius; to the contrary his expertise is at packaging pro-industry sound bites for mediocre pack reporters. His 2000 book The Rules for Growing Rich: Making Money in the New Information Economy promoted the idea of investing in new technologies and was published shortly before the markets for those firms crashed.156

Does anyone seriously think if we had a skeptical and challenging media focused on the concerns of the great mass of Americans that Congress would have voted to eliminate the Glass-Steagall banking regulations that were established to prevent precisely the sort of speculation that supercharged the current crisis? Members of the House and Senate would have told the bank lobbyists to take a hike. Instead, they quietly pocketed their campaign-contribution checks and voted to turn our financial system into a cesspool of toxic assets. Our economy is shaped to an inordinate degree by political decisions, and those decisions will be shaped by the level of press watchdogging and the degree of informed public participation that exists. Not too long ago the United States insisted that developing nations needed a viable independent free press to prevent corruption, economic stagnation, growing inequality and crony capitalism. It is time we take a dose of our own medicine. It is difficult to imagine a credible economy, not to mention a democracy, otherwise.157

Fourth, and finally, over the past two decades a considerable amount of American scholarship has examined the notion of the “public sphere.” Drawn from the German scholar Jürgen Habermas, the core argument is that a crucial factor to the democratic revolutions of modern times has been the emergence of an independent realm, a public sphere, a commons, where citizens could meet to discuss and debate politics as equals free of government scrutiny or interference. The media has come to assume the role of the public sphere in the United States (and elsewhere). The logic of the public-sphere argument is to emphasize the importance of having a media system independent of both the state and  the dominant corporate economic institutions. It has transcended much of the Left’s difficulty in being critical of the government in principle and the conventional refusal to countenance the core problems brought on by corporate control and advertising. The public-sphere reasoning rejects the notion that our two choices are Rupert Murdoch or Joseph Stalin. For a generation it has provided a democratic road map and blasted open a way of thinking about a third way—an independent nonprofit sector and/or small-business sector—as the necessary democratic media system. As with public-good theory, it does not tell which policies to employ, but it provides a valuable framework for thinking about appropriate policymaking.

Not surprisingly, the current critical juncture was seen clearly by only a handful of people as recently as a few years ago. “The reform of journalism will only occur when news organizations are disengaged from the global entertainment and information industries that increasingly contain them,” wrote University of Illinois and Columbia professor James Carey, perhaps the dean of American journalism scholars, and no fan of government involvement with the press, in 2002. “Alas, the press may have to rely upon a democratic state to create the conditions necessary for a democratic press to flourish and for journalists to be restored to their proper role as orchestrators of the conversation of a democratic society.” 158 That seems like a generation ago now, so much has happened in the intervening years. If the ensuing years have given us anything, it should be clarity. The direction is now well defined, if not yet so well understood as need be. “We are rapidly running out of alternatives to public finance,” Todd Gitlin informed a conference on the crisis in journalism in May 2009. “It’s time to move to the next level and entertain a grownup debate among concrete ideas.”159






Chapter 3

WHY THE State

“Just as the most poisonous form of disorder is the mob incited from high places, the most immoral act the immorality of a government, so the most destructive form of untruth is sophistry and propaganda by those whose profession it is to report the news,” wrote Walter Lippmann in Liberty and the News, his haunting meditation on the role of the press during World War I and its aftermath.

The news columns are common carriers. When those who control them arrogate to themselves the right to determine by their own consciences what shall be reported and for what purpose, democracy is unworkable. Public opinion is blockaded. For when a people can no longer confidently repair “to the best foundations for their information,” then anyone’s guess and anyone’s rumor, each man’s hope and each man’s whim becomes the basis of government. All that the sharpest critics of democracy have alleged is true, if there is no steady supply of trustworthy and relevant news. Incompetence and aimlessness, corruption and disloyalty, panic and ultimate disaster, must come to any people which is denied an assured access to the facts. No one can manage anything on pap. Neither can a people.



Lippmann came to a conclusion that is even more instructive today than it was 90 years ago, when he argued that: “For in an exact sense the present crisis of western democracy is a crisis of journalism.”1 In short, the nature of journalism, and therefore the system that produces it, is a political issue of the highest magnitude.

In Chapter 1, we outlined the crisis in contemporary journalism, and provided the best explanation we could to account for the disastrous state of affairs. In Chapter 2, we chronicled the various measures, projects, innovations and new business models being developed to rejuvenate journalism, independent of government subsidies. We concluded that although many of these ventures are promising, even if they succeed we will remain far short of the resources and institutions necessary for a credible journalism. In this chapter, we continue to make the case that it is necessary for the state to institute policies to aggressively create and support journalism. By “the state,” we mean all levels of government, but, in particular, the burden falls upon the federal government in Washington, D.C. We demonstrate in this chapter that while this may seem a radical notion, it is very much in keeping with great American democratic traditions. As Lippmann’s prescient words remind us, the crisis we face today is not new, though it is far more severe than at any time in this country’s history.

In many other democratic nations, there is no serious debate about the public interest in maintaining the public good that is journalism. Rather, there is a deep and sensible recognition that there will always be self-interested lobbies with their own agendas for state policies to suit their interests, and that they will need to be checked and balanced. But, these realities notwithstanding, the question that matters has to do with what are the best possible policies and subsidies to produce the desired results.

Many of the nations that enjoy the highest rates of voter participation, civic literacy and civil liberties maintain large direct public subsidies for journalism, through public broadcasting and, even, newspapers and magazines. 2 Countries like Holland, where Radio Netherlands is the jewel of international public broadcasting, or Norway, where a vibrant and competitive print and digital culture thrives in even the most remote regions, long ago made the discussion (and implementation) of media policies  and subsidies a part of the debate about how to realize the promise of democracy.

At odds with democratic theory that had been inspired by Madison and his fellow drafters of the Constitution, and dismissing examples provided by healthy democracies around the world, the United States has gravitated toward an exceptionally constrained understanding of the role that the government might take in maintaining a democratic press system. We include this chapter, and allow it considerable length, because our argument goes against the grain of how most Americans have understood freedom of the press over the past century. In conventional parlance, as the late, great press scholar Timothy E. Cook put it, there is “a presumption that the First Amendment and the optimal public performance of journalism mandate a ‘hands-off ’ approach from government.”3 The genius of the free press in the United States, we are told, has been that it is a function of the private sector; government involvement may work in Scandinavia, the argument goes, but it would be, well, downright un-American.

The phrase freedom of the press, recognized as an essential American value, has been watered down to the thin soup of protecting publishers from government censorship—i.e., the government cannot stop a medium from publishing what it wishes to publish. Indeed, if there is a common understanding of how the freedom-of-the-press provision of the Constitution works today, it is as a defense for peddlers of pornography and hateful literature. In the contemporary conventional wisdom, this is what the First Amendment is all about—keeping the fringes of discourse free from government interference.4 If the government gets out of the way and lets the marketplace work its magic, all will be right with the Republic. After all, “Congress shall make no law ...”

Freedom of the press has been remade as a narrow protection that is virtually synonymous with freedom of speech. So thorough has the rewrite of history been that reasonable Americans might honestly wonder whether the founders—had they had access to a decent copy editor—might have eliminated any reference to the press from the Constitution. After all, under the rigid calculus of the current definitions, a freedom-of-speech protection would provide all the cover that’s needed by the  press and journalism. Too many scholars and journalists casually assume that the sole point of the freedom-of-the-press protection was to keep the government’s hands off the press.5 Just as the United States would not condone government interference with a person’s right to stand on a soapbox and criticize the powerful, the theory goes, so it is suggested that the United States cannot condone official interference with a business or individual as it provides journalism to the market.

This relatively new article of faith has become so widely accepted that many working journalists—including some sincere, highly principled and savvy advocates for the craft—now wear it as a form of bondage. Journalist Bree Nordenson recalls that when she informed Tom Rosenstiel of the Project for Excellence in Journalism that she was writing an article for the Columbia Journalism Review about the ways government could support the press, he “responded brusquely, ‘Well, I’m not a big fan of government support.’“

“I explained that I just wanted to put the possibility on the table,” Nordenson noted.

“Well, I’d take it off the table,” Rosenstiel replied.6

Of course, the rejection of government censorship is essential. As “small-d” democrats, we embrace freedom to communicate ideas and ideals—especially unpopular or controversial ones—as a basic value. As scholars of media, we find it utterly necessary for a free press. We would never advocate “reforms” that provided the slightest opening for censorious practices, and we take a backseat to no one in opposing the heavy hand of government. In fact, we have been ardent campaigners, in the United States and abroad, on behalf of journalists and journalism that is under threat from government meddling and worse.

But it will not be possible to save journalism unless all the players recognize that fretting about government interference has grown increasingly dogmatic over the past century—egged on by media moguls who have used concerns about censorship as a tool for attacking public-interest obligations that might be required in exchange for their lavish privileges. This false and self-serving construct has obscured the historical and empirical truth about the complex and necessary role of the government in our press system.

Well-intended journalists like Rosenstiel remind us of the Colonel Nicholson character in The Bridge on the River Kwai. Prisoner-of-war Nicholson, played by Alec Guinness in the 1957 Academy Award–winning film, held so fervently to his upper-class notion of British chivalry that he was willing to assist the Japanese military’s plan to build a bridge to aid in its war with Britain. The British officer was willing to assist in the defeat of what he cherished most in order to remain true to his code of honor. When journalists and their allies allow the fantasy that government has no role in promoting and preserving a free and functional press, they become Colonel Nicholsons in the face of the most serious crisis ever for journalism.




Birthing a Free Press

A major problem with the dogma surrounding freedom of the press is that it assumes an “immaculate conception” theory of the press. Because in much of the 19th and all of the 20th centuries a viable (if far from ideal) commercial press system existed, it was taken for granted that the market was always prepared to generate satisfactory journalism as long as the government got out of the way. Accordingly, scholars and analysts looked back at the founding period of the Republic and the years that followed it with an eye toward telling the romantic tales of heroic figures like colonial printer John Peter Zenger, abolitionist editor Elijah Lovejoy and their kind—courageous journalists battling government censorship and interference with their scrappy newspapers and uncompromising journalism.7 It became the be-all-and-end-all for examinations of freedom of the press, and the primary focus of discussions with regard to the building of a viable press system for a self-governing society.

Don’t get us wrong: we’re the first to show up for celebrations of Zenger and Lovejoy as heroes of journalism. History continues to prove correct Zenger’s declaration that “No nation, ancient or modern, ever lost the liberty of speaking freely, writing, or publishing their sentiments, but forthwith lost their liberty in general and became slaves.”8 And our vision of what a free press can and should be is informed by our awareness of the role abolitionist newspaper editors played in advancing the  anti-slavery struggle, such that we revere Lovejoy’s rebuke of the taunting mobs that would eventually take his life: “But, gentlemen, as long as I am an American citizen, and as long as American blood runs in these veins, I shall hold myself at liberty to speak, to write, to publish whatever I please on any subject—being amenable to the laws of my country for the same.”9

The struggle against censorship—by the mob or the government—was indeed a vital fight at the time the American experiment was taking shape, as it remains today; but it was hardly the only issue then, any more than it is today. Unfortunately, even serious students of the press will be excused for thinking it so. After all, we are told as much by scholars who should know better.

Consider two of the most renowned and thoughtful statements on the American tradition of freedom of the press. William Hocking’s influential Freedom of the Press, published in conjunction with Robert Hutchins’s groundbreaking Commission on Freedom of the Press in 1947, offers a glowing description of the early American press experience as one of “near-total freedom.”10 “Laissez faire was not merely a maxim for keeping government out of economic life,” Hocking wrote, “it was a general principle or admonition for keeping government out of the whole range of spontaneous human nature.”11 The seminal Four Theories of the Press, published in 1956, informs us that the founders of the Republic “were opposed to government support since it led to domination, and they trusted the capitalist system of private enterprise to find a way.”12 Reading these writers, it is easy to imagine that the first American newspapers were brought off the presses by entrepreneurs steeped in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, rather than an industry that was, in fact, dependent upon extraordinary public subsidies.

In the past three decades a new generation of historians, communication scholars, political scientists and constitutional scholars has taken a fresh look at the Colonial and founding periods and the early Republic that has dispensed with “presentism”—i.e., reading into the past the values and conditions that are dominant today by effectively assuming them to be timeless. By dusting off long-neglected archival records of the founding era and first decades of the 19th century and engaging directly  with them, these scholars have expanded our understanding of press freedom and the role journalism plays in our governing system. Their work demolishes the laissez-faire notion of old-school press history, which suggests freedom of the press is an individual right for commercial printers to do their own thing in a competitive market.13

Robert W.T. Martin, as much as any of the new scholars of American press history, has demonstrated that the authors of the Constitution operated under different premises and presumptions than are now generally observed. They understood newspapering in their day to operate in the context of what Martin refers to as a “free and open press.” The words might seem synonymous. But that has never been the case. Martin explains:Free press doctrine lionized the press as a prime defender of public liberty in its role as a bulwark against governmental tyranny. Open press doctrine, on the other hand, stressed the individual right of every man to air his sentiments for all to consider, regardless of his political perspective or the consequences for the people’s liberty.14





Cook agrees that “The open press model was as much in the air as the free press model approach when the First Amendment was adopted. Eighteenth-century observers did not cleanly distinguish the two.”15

In short, freedom of the press was intended for citizens and the broader community as much as it was for printers. In early American discourse the stress was “on civic virtue and public, rather than private, good.”16 Early Americans, Martin writes,Clearly saw the tension between individual rights and the public good, between an open press and a free press. Even their open press discourse defended the right to press liberty not for individual expression in our current, increasingly self-indulgent sense but rather so that the community might hear and judge the merit of others’ views.17





It is historically inaccurate to equate printers of the 18th or early 19th century with the press barons of the later 19th and 20th centuries.18  Printers were not considered entrepreneurs out to maximize personal profit by pursuing their naked self-interest, or even opinionated advocates of a specific viewpoint. “Printers are of the belief, that when Men differ in Opinion,” Benjamin Franklin wrote in his famous essay “An Apology for Printers,” “both Sides ought equally to have the Advantage of being heard by the Publick.” Franklin rejected the notion that printers should only publish that with which they personally agreed: “An end would thereby be put to Free Writing, and the World would afterward have nothing to read but what happen’d to be the Opinions of Printers.”19 The job of the press, Franklin explained, was to stimulate debate, to stir the masses to action, to enlighten and, yes, to offend. “[If] all Printers were determin’d not to print anything till they were sure it would offend nobody, there would be very little printed.”20

The press was understood as a political and in many practical senses public institution, necessary to self-government, and with obligations to serve the citizenry. “Americans generally felt,” Martin writes, “that the printing presses, though legally their private property, were in some real sense public institutions that printers were obliged to manage for the public good.”21

That service to the Republic was easily defined. But a great many practical questions about how that service might be rendered—and about how the government might encourage the process—absorbed the founders. And, as with so many of the first debates, there were genuine differences of opinion about the proper role of the press.22 A striking degree of support developed around the importance of dissent. This was not motivated by some feel-good faith that letting wrongheaded dissenters air their fringe opinions would prove the strength of the system—of the sort now evidenced by pompous editorial writers who muse about the value of free-speech “safety valves” that let wacky outriders spout off—but because there was some sense that the great mass of citizens might benefit from the ability to assess views that, while outside the mainstream, might have validity.23 Dissenting ideas were still ideas—some good, some bad, some backward, some so enlightened that they were ahead of their time—and they had to be made available to the broader citizenry.

Press theorist Tunis Wortman, a New York lawyer whose work one historian characterizes as “having a profound effect upon the country’s attitudes,” argued in the late 18th century that a genuine public opinion required a sharp and contested diversity of views, and that without such diversity genuine popular sovereignty could not effectively emerge.24 Indeed, Wortman suggested, access to well-reasoned and well-presented dissenting views—such as the still radical notion that kings might not govern by “divine right”—could instantaneously free individuals from the bondage of old-world thinking: “In an instant the fairy spell of delusion is dissipated—the tremendous authority of this august and magnanimous despot, like the enchanted castle of the magician, vanishes for ever.”25

Robert W.T. Martin notes that, in post-Colonial times, dissent was sometimes conflated with the notion that “the lower orders” needed to be full participants in the press system. One prominent radical democrat of the founding period, William Manning, whose work demonstrates that freedom of the press was not a matter simply debated among elites, was already suspicious in the 1790s that printers would use their privileges to “monopolize the creation and diffusion of knowledge, and to discourage popular enlightenment.”26 He argued that farmers and laborers should have their own newspapers.27

Jefferson recognized the necessity of the dissenting journal in the 1790s when he credited William Duane’s Aurora newspaper with averting a totalitarian turn during the struggle over the Alien and Sedition Acts. The Aurora’s crusading journalism, Jefferson argued, “arrested the rapid march of our government toward monarchy.”28

While there were rollicking disagreements about the character and content of the post-Colonial press in America, the one universally accepted premise was that the government needed to heavily subsidize the creation and development of the press if the constitutional system were to succeed. There was no notion in the early Republic, not a single solitary voice anywhere, that the press should be left to “the market” and that commercial auspices could effectively and efficiently guide journalism as long as the heavy hand of the state remained out of the way. It would be generations before the economics came together and provided the resources to make that argument plausible. The idea that Americans should  roll the dice and hope rich people would find it profitable to produce the journalism required for a constitutional republic to succeed was simply unimaginable in the days when America was conceived and formed.

The premise that government subsidies were necessary for a press system was so accepted it was rarely even commented upon. To be charitable, let’s assume that is why generations of 20th-century press scholars failed to notice it or address it in their many chronicles of press history. Now, however, the true history of the subsidies and of the vibrant, reforming, diverse and progressive news-media system they created is essential knowledge. Like the ancient treatment that, when rediscovered, unlocks a fresh understanding of the possibilities for healing diseases, the medicine that the founders applied offers an answer to the question of how we will support great journalism in the 21st century.




What Would Jefferson (and Madison) Do?

The very mention of the word subsidy provokes a reaction, not just from conservatives who may disdain any role for government in the shaping of economic affairs but from civil libertarians who are especially fearful of the heavy hand of government shaping the discourse. One reaction will be to acknowledge these subsidies but claim that the times were so dramatically different in the past, and/or the notions of the press were so unrecognizable by contemporary standards, that historical examples hold little or no relevance for us today. So before examining the subsidies of the past, and explaining their breadth and importance, let us pause for a moment and consider some of the main thoughts of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, arguably the two founders who devoted the most attention to matters of the press. Let’s see what importance they ascribed to the press, and whether those concerns hold today. If their concerns remain pressing, then surely their policy approach deserves scrutiny, particularly at a point when feasible alternatives would seem to be lacking.29

At a baseline level, contemporary observers recognize that both Madison and Jefferson aggressively advanced the notion that a free press was necessary to create the informed citizenry that made popular sovereignty and democracy possible. No journalism means no democracy, and no  constitutional form of government based upon popular sovereignty. “To the press alone,” Madison observed, “checquered as it is with abuses, the world is indebted for all the triumphs which have been gained by reason and humanity over error and oppression.”30 Leaving nothing to doubt, Jefferson delivered the most emphatic statement in his famous letter to Edward Carrington of January 16, 1787. A sentence from the middle of the letter has often been extracted: “Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”31

Jefferson went so far, during the struggle over the Alien and Sedition Acts that would frame the country’s first great debate over press freedom, to suggest that, “To preserve the freedom of the human mind then & freedom of the press, every spirit should be ready to devote itself to martyrdom.”32

Such expressions are exceptionally powerful, and give a sense across history of Madison’s and Jefferson’s convictions. These are not transitory stances; they stand the test of time. But they do not do justice to the power and depth of their thinking on the subject. Consider this expanded passage of Jefferson’s letter to Carrington:The way to prevent these irregular interpositions of the people is to give them full information of their affairs thro’ the channel of the public papers, and to contrive that those papers should penetrate the whole mass of the people. The basis of our governments being the opinion of the people, the very first object should be to keep that right; and were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter. But I should mean that every man should receive those papers and be capable of reading them [our emphasis].





For Jefferson, just having the right to speak without government censorship is a necessary but insufficient condition for a free press, and therefore democracy. It also demands that there be a literate public, a viable press system, and that people have easy access to this press.

In the same letter, Jefferson praises Native American societies for being largely classless and happy, and criticizes European societies in no  uncertain terms for being the opposite. Jefferson also stakes out the central role of the press in stark class terms when he describes the role of the press in preventing exploitation and domination by the rich over the poor:Among [European societies], under pretence of governing they have divided their nations into two classes, wolves and sheep. I do not exaggerate. This is a true picture of Europe. Cherish therefore the spirit of our people, and keep alive their attention. Do not be too severe upon their errors, but reclaim them by enlightening them. If once they become inattentive to the public affairs, you and I, and Congress, and Assemblies, judges and governors shall all become wolves. It seems to be the law of our general nature, in spite of individual exceptions; and experience declares that man is the only animal which devours his own kind, for I can apply no milder term to the governments of Europe, and to the general prey of the rich on the poor.33





In short, to the press comes the obligation to undermine the natural tendency of propertied classes to dominate politics, reduce the masses to effective powerlessness and eventually terminate self-government.

Madison shared Jefferson’s concerns and wrote about growing inequality in the context of the emergence of empire. Madison understood that the United States was going to be an extraordinarily rich and powerful nation. Indeed, this was not especially hypothetical; George Washington referred to “the rising American empire” as early as 1783.34 Madison understood that even a democratically elected government would have strong incentives to become an imperial power, enmeshed in militarism and foreign wars:Of all the enemies of true liberty, war is, perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because it comprises and develops the germ of every other. War is the parent of armies; from these proceed debts and taxes; and armies, and debts, and taxes are the known instruments for bringing the many under the domination of the few. In war, too, the discretionary power of the Executive is extended; its influence in dealing out offices, honors and emoluments is multiplied; and all the means of seducing the minds, are added to those of subduing the force, of the people. The same malignant aspect in republicanism may be traced in the inequality of fortunes, and the opportunities of fraud, growing out of a state of war, and in the degeneracy of manner and of morals, engendered in both. No nation can preserve its freedom in the midst of continual warfare.35





It is striking that the two issues Jefferson and Madison highlighted as the main threats to democracy—inequality and empire—remain arguably the central cancers for constitutional rule in our times. As we noted in Chapter 1, coverage of militarism and inequality maybe the two greatest weaknesses of recent American journalism. The necessary role of the press to inform and engage those without great amounts of property or who do not benefit from these developments has not changed. The main difference is that with a global political economy and weapons of virtually unimaginable power, the stakes are vastly higher today.

In their times Madison and Jefferson were among the loudest advocates of a heavily subsidized press and had a firm commitment to seeing dissident views get a fair hearing. At the same time, they were among the most eloquent opponents of government censorship of the press. It seems only reasonable to suggest that we can learn from them and their peers how to construct a democratic press in an environment when the “free market” is insufficient or inappropriate to get the job done.




Subsidizing the Press

So what did the United States government do to spawn a press system in the early Republic and thereafter?

Long before the Revolution, under the auspices of Deputy Postmaster Benjamin Franklin, a postal service developed to serve commerce and government, and also as a means of transporting newspapers.36 Its growth generated the “wide circulation of news throughout the colonies,” according to Cook, which “made the American Revolution possible.”37 The postal system fell into disarray during the Revolution and was in tatters by 1790. Consequently, the number of newspapers fell from 37 to 20 over  the course of the Revolution, but the political turbulence of the late 1780s led to a relatively strong rebirth. By 1790 there were eight daily newspapers in the nation—there were none before 1783—and there were 83 weeklies.38

Clarifying the postal situation was a matter of pressing concern, and the focus was almost entirely upon its role for distributing newspapers. Benjamin Rush, one of the great shapers of the American experiment and Thomas Paine’s close compatriot, was a signer of the Declaration of Independence and a key champion of the adoption of the Constitution.39 In the midst of the constitutional debates of 1787, Rush argued:For the purpose of diffusing knowledge, as well as extending the living principle of government to every part of the united states—every state—city—county—village—and township in the union, should be tied together by means of the post-office. ... It should be a constant injunction to the postmasters, to convey newspapers free of all charge for postage. They are not only the vehicles of knowledge and intelligence, but the centinels of the liberties of our country.40





No less a figure than the first president encouraged the process. “For my part I entertain a high idea of the utility of periodical publications; insomuch as I could heartily desire, copies of ... magazines, as well as common Gazettes, might be spread through every city, town, and village in the United States,” observed George Washington in 1788. “I consider such vehicles of knowledge more happily calculated than any other to preserve the liberty, stimulate the industry, and ameliorate the morals of a free and enlightened people.”41

The Constitution gave Congress the power “to establish Post Offices and post Roads.” The resulting Post Office Act of 1792 was arguably one of the most significant pieces of legislation in the nation’s history; as Richard R. John observes, the Post Office was “rapidly transformed into a dynamic institution that would exert a major influence on American commerce, politics, and political thought.”42 Theda Skocpol notes that “the postal system was the biggest enterprise of any kind in the pre-industrial United States.”43 In fact, it created the infrastructure of the new  country. In the 1790s alone, the total mileage of “post roads,” those arterials necessary for transport, increased from 1,875 to 21,000.44 The number of post offices went from 195 in 1792 to 2,610 in 1812, to 8,000 by 1830.45 As John puts it, “For the vast majority of Americans, the postal system was the central government.” It was the largest single employer in the country. In 1831, for example, 75 percent of civilian federal employees worked for the Post Office; by 1860 the proportion had climbed to over 80 percent.46

What makes this crucial for our discussion, and what is striking upon review, is that the Post Office was primarily a medium of mass communication. David Henkin, the postal historian, concludes that “the extraordinary significance of the post in American public life from the 1790s at least until the 1830s lay precisely in this special relationship to the periodical press.”47 In 1794 newspapers made up 70 percent of Post Office traffic, by weight; during much of the 19th century the figure was well over 90 percent.

The crucial debate in the Congress of 1792 was what rate newspapers should be charged to be sent through the mail. All parties agreed that Congress should permit newspapers to be mailed at a price well below actual cost—to be subsidized—to encourage their production and distribution. In Congress, the range of debate was between those who wished to charge newspapers a nominal fee for postage and those who wanted to permit newspapers the use of the mail absolutely free of charge. The latter faction was supported by Benjamin Franklin’s grandson (and Thomas Paine’s publisher), Benjamin Franklin Bache, who argued that any postal charge would open the door to commercial pressures that would be unacceptable because they would “check if not entirely put a stop to the circulation of periodical publications.”48

Bache was the great champion of press freedom in the early days of the Republic—he took as his motto “The Freedom of the Press is the Bulwark of Liberty”—so his understanding of the threat posed by economic barriers to the practice of journalism becomes especially instructive. 49 And Bache had powerful allies. James Madison called even a token postal fee a “tax” on newspapers and “an insidious forerunner of something worse.”50 By his fifth annual address, President Washington came  out for free postage for newspapers through the mail, and even Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton, hardly a proponent of government deficit, conceded that the huge subsidy was necessary to spawn a viable press.51 “Weighing all probabilities of expense as well as of income,” President Thomas Jefferson stated in his first annual address to Congress in 1801, “there is reasonable ground of confidence that we may now safely dispense with ... the postage on newspapers ... to facilitate the progress of information.”52

Those favoring completely free delivery did not quite prevail, however. One of the arguments against universal free postage, advanced by local printers, held that some graduated postal rates on newspapers traveling long distances were necessary to keep local newspapers thriving and to prevent newspaper publishing from becoming dominated by printers in the largest cities.53 Pressure from both printers and the citizenry made the only relevant issue for Congress for subsequent generations whether to eliminate this relatively small postal rate. There were strong and passionate debates over how precisely the postal subsidy should be implemented but not over the subsidy itself. John C. Calhoun, one of the dominant political figures of the first half of the 19th century, explained: “The mail and the press are the nerves of the body politic.”54

“There does not appear to have been a man in Congress,” one writer observed in 1843, “who suspected that newspapers had not a divine right to some exclusive privilege at the post-office.”55 Abolitionists and dissident political groups (as well as printers, of course) participated in the fight to maintain and extend the postal subsidy of newspapers, arguing that the boldest publications—those advancing the radical ideas that would come to be embodied in the Republican Party that would emerge in 1854—needed the postal subsidy to survive. In 1851, Congress granted free postal privileges to weekly newspapers within their home county. Within a year, 20 percent of newspapers being mailed qualified for free postage.56

How extensive were these subsidies? “Between 1792 and 1845,” Culver Smith, a scholar on the subject of subsidies, wrote, “the minimum charge for a letter ranged from six to twenty-five cents, depending on the distance, but the maximum postage for a newspaper for any distance was  one and one-half cents.”57 All the original research by the leading scholars on the subject finds that newspapers and pamphlets accounted for around 95 percent of the weight of the mail and less than 15 percent of the Post Office revenues. Even this arguably underestimates the subsidy, because those historians like Richard John who have combed the records contend that many newspapers were mailed without being included in the official reports.

The ranks of unreported newspapers sometimes included those newspapers publishers were entitled to mail to each other at no charge. This “free exchange” of newspapers became crucial to spreading the news around the nation before the wire services, as newspapers liberally lifted material from each other’s papers. “Free exchange” is estimated to have accounted for approximately 15 percent of newspaper traffic.58 By the middle of the 19th century the consequences of the large postal subsidy—the fee was “trifling,” even to Bache—had been the “almost illimitable circulation of newspapers through the mails,” as one journalist remarked in 1851.59

The postal subsidy effectively built what became “America.” During the first 75 years of the Republic, Henkin writes, “large numbers of Americans subscribed to nonlocal journals, and newsprint flooded every post office in the country.”60 So significant was the role of the postal system that it became a significant, sometimes central, subject of debates about slavery.

Southern officials blocked the mail delivery of Northern publications so frequently by the 1850s that historian Elizabeth Hewitt notes, “Mail censorship increasingly became a rallying cry in both anti-southern and abolitionist literature.” Congressional debates on the issue were heated, as the abolitionist press “began to include extended discussion of the financial statistics of the United States Post Office that [detailed] the precise ways in which ‘the post offices of the south do not pay their way.’” Congressional debates touched on the question of Southern “mail robbery.”61 Hewitt notes:The attack on southern censorship of the United States mail centered on two issues: censorship of the mail comprised yet another example of  slavery’s infringement on liberties and that this Draconian restriction of the post was all the more illegitimate since the postal system was largely subsidized by the north.62





Thus, the postal subsidy was not merely an artifact of the founding moment. It was a powerful force in forming the debates that would forge America as we know it—so powerful that it was resisted and hated by Southern slaveholders who resisted progress, so powerful that it entered into our American literary canon. Harriet Beecher Stowe, in her abolitionist novel Dred, features a scene in which a Southern gentleman is rebuked for obtaining “incendiary documents through the post office.” The man, a Mr. Clayton, is told: “Sir, we are obliged to hold the mail under supervision in this state, and suspected persons will not be allowed to receive communications without oversight.”63

With regard to the development of journalism, the postal subsidy was more than just powerful. It was definitional. As John concludes, the 1792 act “transformed the role of the newspaper press in American public life.”64 The number of newspapers in the United States increased from 200 in 1800 to 1,200 by 1830.65 See Chart 1 for graphic representation.

This point was not lost on visiting Europeans, who were continually commenting on the remarkable prevalence of newspapers in American culture and politics.66 In his Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville wrote with astonishment of the “incredibly large” number of periodicals in the United States.67 This had nothing to do with some notion of a laissez-faire, commercially driven newspaper market—presumed by many modern-day observers as the sine qua non of the founders’ notion of a free press. Tocqueville wisely credited the Post Office, which, as he put it, connected the 13 million Americans spread over a rugged half continent better than the people were linked in a single province in France.68 Timothy Cook concludes: “Public policy from the outset of the American Republic focused explicitly on getting the news to a wide readership, and chose to support news outlets by taking on costs of delivery and, through printers’ exchanges, of production.”69 This was enlightened democratic policymaking, because it offered the same benefits to all newspapers regardless of their viewpoint, and it was extraordinarily successful.70
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CHART 1. Daily, Weekly, Semi-weekly and Tri-weekly Papers, 1750-185071




Subsidizing the Partisan Press

This summary does not do justice to the way in which the press system was consciously subsidized as a Fourth Estate in the first several generations of the Republic. In many respects, “newspaper politics” were central to all political life in the first few generations of the American experience.72 Beginning in the 1790s, and evolving for decades thereafter, until it peaked in the 1830s and 1840s, editors were seen as politicians and were treated accordingly.73 Ben Franklin’s common carrier printer morphed into the highly partisan political operative with a printing press.74 Many editors and publishers, including The New York Tribune’s Horace Greeley, a serious if unsuccessful contender for the presidency in 1872, became candidates themselves. Most newspapers were funded by political parties or interests, and many of them depended not only on minuscule postal rates, but also government printing contracts to provide the revenues to subsidize their  publications. These subsidies were consciously understood as an express method to generate a broad and well-funded press as well as to support political allies.

The official printing subsidies were many. The State Department, under Jefferson and Madison, the first and fifth secretaries of state, instituted subsidies of scores of newspapers, two or three in every state, to publish government laws and notices. By the time the program ended, deep into the 19th century, hundreds of papers—some of them still in existence—were the beneficiaries.75 Each president, from Jefferson to James Buchanan, designated a Washington newspaper as “official,” and gave it lucrative printing contracts to publish government documents. Jefferson arranged for printing subsidies for Samuel Harrison Smith to establish The National Intelligencer, which would become the New York Times and Washington Post of its day, though expressly committed to support Jeffersonian politics. Finally, the House and Senate each elected printers to receive payments for publishing congressional materials, and more important, to subsidize their newspapers. These congressional subsidies alone ran several hundred thousand dollars annually by the 1810s.76 This was no small sum of money in a time when the defense budget totaled just $4 million.77

Unlike the postal subsidies, these printing subsidies were not “viewpoint neutral.” The choice by a president or a senator of an “official” publication opens the door to far more political chicanery than a general postal subsidy. Yet, these subsidies offer another illustration of how the federal government contributed to the growth of a free and freewheeling, competitive and combative press in the young United States. As journalism historian John Nerone puts it, the subsidy system that produced “partisan newspapering was ideologically tolerable or attractive only because the system made it possible for competing newspapers to exist in small markets that ordinarily would have trouble supporting more than one paper.”78

These press subsidies were very much built into the politics of the day. When Jefferson assumed office in 1801, he aggressively coordinated both federal and state printing contracts to subsidize The National Intelligencer and other publications to counteract the Federalists. Federalist assaults on freedom of the press during the presidency of John Adams— which included the arrest and imprisonment of congressman/editor Matthew Lyon—had horrified Jefferson and inspired his 1800 presidential campaign. In that 1800 campaign, a significant majority of the nation’s 200 newspapers opposed Jefferson and supported the Federalists, a situation Jefferson considered untenable.79 Entering the White House in 1829, Andrew Jackson “elevated patronage of the press to a new level.” He devoted $25,000 per year to the editor of his Washington-based newspaper and assigned 59 editors to “plush political appointments.”80

The highly partisan journalism of this era would be derided by Frank Luther Mott, a leading journalism historian of the mid-20th century, as representing the “Dark Ages” of American journalism. To Mott’s generation, it was best to jump from 1792 to the emergence of commercial journalism 50 years later—and the less said about the intervening Jeffersonian and Jacksonian periods the better.81 It is common for historians of journalism to avoid attempts to reconcile the fact that the same enlightened geniuses who crafted the First Amendment also created a partisan press system subsidized by political parties and government contracts, not to mention postal giveaways. But the two pieces of the puzzle fit together if we consider the actions of these men in the context of the struggle to establish and advance a press system that fostered a raucous democratic discourse featuring participation by those who were not members of the elite.

There are important lessons here. First, not all partisan press systems need become Soviet or Nazi-style propaganda machines, producing ignorance, conformity and darkness at noon. The key to having a democratic, partisan press system is that there must be multiple competing well-funded media. If the party in power could outlaw the opposition press, it would effectively terminate its opposition. But that is not what Jefferson sought to do; indeed, he sought to strengthen journals that had been attacked by his Federalist predecessors. During the John Adams administration, the Federalists used the Alien and Sedition Acts to muzzle the Jeffersonian press. During the entire period from 1800 to 1860, federal and state subsidies were spread for the most part among all the leading parties and factions. At no point were the federal subsidies restricted to a single party. In 1832, for example, federal patronage supported three newspapers in Washington, D.C.: one for Andrew Jackson; one for Henry Clay;  and one for John C. Calhoun. The first two ran against each other for president that year while Calhoun resigned the vice presidency in 1832 to become a powerful—and frequently dissenting—voice in the Senate.

Second, far from diminishing democracy, the actions of Jefferson, Jackson and their compatriots appear by most accounts to have fostered its expansion. Ordinary Americans in these so-called dark ages, particularly in the Northern states, were unusually interested in politics compared to their counterparts in other eras. We would argue that the nature of the press system had something to do with that. Its success hinged on a variety of well-subsidized viewpoints, not just those of the party in power, and on new political groups having a chance to enter the fray with their own journalistic organs—which attracted some of the finest writers of the time. Remember that young Walt Whitman got his start on the partisan papers of Long Island and New York City.82 The “poet of democracy” engaged in most of the excesses of the politicized press, but he also developed his personal and poetic persona at the helm of a rigidly Democratic paper, The Brooklyn Eagle, from which he would write of the “curious kind of sympathy ... that arises in the mind of a newspaper conductor with the public he serves....Daily communion creates a sort of brotherhood and sisterhood between the two parties.”83

Partisan journalism in a democracy must appeal to independents—and even to opponents—because it is attempting to win elections; thus the demands of politics can actually provide a check on the propaganda quotient. In such a competitive partisan environment, readers can be drawn to politics, because issues tend to be put in a broader context. There is less of a threat that they will be turned off by bland, antiseptic, decontextualized reporting or duplicitous politicking. This correlates with findings in Scandinavia, where high civic literacy and voting turnout is found alongside large partisan-press subsidies, which assure multiple political perspectives.84

It is also worth noting that freewheeling competition on the streets of major cities meant that every view was represented—either by existing papers or, if they proved inadequate, by new publications. Inspired by the antislavery movement, Whitman began to chafe at the constraints placed upon him as editor of the Eagle, a paper that was not ready to  break with a Democratic Party that was not ready to break with its Southern base. “The troubles in the Democratic party broke forth,” he would write in Specimen Days, “and I split off with the radicals, which led to rows with the boss and ‘the party,’ and I lost my place.”85 In short order, he had found new backers for his dissident views and emerged as the editor of The Freeman, declaring that, “Smiles or frowns, thick or thin, we shall establish a Radical Newspaper in Kings County.”86

The breadth and flexibility of the partisan media system of the early to mid-19th century compares favorably with our current constrained, top-down mass-media system. In fact, it had more in common with what is most appealing about the digital media of the current age. And, as with blogs and Internet journalism, as we discussed in Chapter 2, there was a range of writing and editing that invited legitimate criticism but also showed flashes of brilliance.

There has been considerable historical research and debate over the past few decades regarding the quality of the journalism produced by the partisan press, but none of it supports Mott’s “Dark Ages” view. Nerone observes that the subsidized newspapers were sometimes criticized as “bought papers,” and that much of the content was commentary rather than news reporting in the modern sense of the term. At the same time, he notes, an independent reform press emerged simultaneously with the partisan press because the system remained open.87 The resulting explosion of commercial newspaper publishing was built on the foundation laid by the partisan press; it was, on balance, a complementary relationship. Journalism historian Gerald Baldasty argues that the caliber of political debate produced by the press in this era was much higher than what would soon follow.88 The historian of The National Intelligencer concluded that the subsidized system produced a caliber of journalism “that in many ways has not since been equaled on an intellectual level.”89 Walt Whitman, Horace Greeley and other partisan editors would surely agree.

Although the Post Office and printing subsidies were the foundation of the government creation of the press, there were other important policies. For starters, unlike their British counterparts, American newspapers were exempt from taxation. One 1815 estimate determined that over one-half the cost of a British newspaper subscription went to the  government.90 American editors and publishers, not so burdened, could start and maintain newspapers far more easily than their old-world counterparts—a fact that led a number of British journalists to decamp for the United States.

Another crucial policy was common in state constitutions and prescribed by Jefferson and John Adams: public education. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 provided the sentiment, even the wording, for many state constitutions concerning state-funded public education: “Being necessary to good government and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be encouraged” by the state legislatures. 91 In spirit, one can see the strong link between public education and a free press as democratic institutions. Moreover, public schools formed an important market for newspapers and reading material in general by creating literate citizens. Public libraries, also funded by state government, offered another avenue for individual education. Newspapers and the commercial publishing industries would have been a shadow of themselves—with many of their greatest contributions lost—were it not for these massive public subsidies.92

In sum, the record of the first several generations of the Republic is clear: “Newspapers came to be regarded not strictly as a private business, but as a public service,” Smith concludes. Newspapers “supplied some urgent needs; they provided the best solution to the problem of communication between government and citizen.”93 It was, therefore, the first duty of the democratic state to see that a viable journalism existed. The state nurtured a free-press system the free market showed little interest in providing; and it did so because, without state intervention on behalf of the public’s right to know, constitutional rule, not to mention self-government, could not succeed. This legacy is something Americans should be deeply proud of, as it is one of our great contributions to the development of democracy not merely in the United States but in the world. Indeed, as we discuss in Chapter 4 and demonstrate in Appendix II, when the U.S. military occupiers of Germany and Japan sought to displace fascism after World War II, they carried forward the American founding commitment to intervention on behalf of a free and freewheeling press.




Journalism in the Commercial Era

As the Civil War approached, for a variety of reasons, the newspaper industry began to become commercially viable in its own right, and the great turn to a profit-driven, advertising-supported journalism commenced in earnest. The government printing contracts ended with the formation of the Government Printing Office in 1860, and the State Department ended its subsidy program in 1875.94

Postal subsidies remained but were of decreasing importance to the burgeoning daily-newspaper industry, which came to employ direct distribution via newsstand sales and delivery. Postal subsidies remained crucial for the massive weekly newspaper and magazine sectors, as did huge discounts for book postage, which exist to this day. As late as 1913, the postal subsidies for publications in 2009 dollars amounted to more than $5 billion.95 Postal subsidies remained as American as apple pie—a fact that is conveniently forgotten today by the editors of publications that relied on these government handouts at crucial stages in their development. And they were handouts, even if few chose to admit the fact. During the 1910s, Richard John writes, Woodrow Wilson’s postmaster general, Albert S. Burleson, faced rebuke for referring to the benefits conferred upon the press by the Post Office as a “subsidy.” Burleson was chastised as one “who did not understand the fundamentals of the history of the press.”96

During the second half of the 19th century commercial daily-newspaper publishing exploded in the United States, driven to a large extent by the rise of advertising, itself a function of the developing industrial-capitalist economy.97 Advertising, which had been mostly a marginal phenomenon in the first few generations of the Republic, moved into the driver’s seat and came over time to provide the majority of daily-newspaper revenues. Chart 2 graphs the meteoric increase in per capita print advertising in constant dollars from 1865 to 1937, which fueled the boom in newspaper production and profitability.

The mid-to-late 19th century marks the birth of the modern “free press,” a press independent of government encumbrances but increasingly reliant on commercial ones. Although now fully profit-motivated entities,  and under growing commercial pressures to downplay partisanship, daily newspapers remained significantly associated with political parties and factions. Horace Greeley exemplifies this trend.
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CHART 2. Print Advertising Per Capita, 1865–1937 (constant 1929 dollars)98

 

This was the era of economically competitive local commercial-newspaper markets. Between the years following the Civil War and the first two decades of the 20th century, as Chart 3 demonstrates, in any of the 12 largest cities in the United States, there were usually at least 10 daily newspapers in operation at any given time, and often many more than that. Low barriers to entry made it possible for newcomers to enter the market without onerous amounts of capitalization. Foreign-language daily newspapers serving immigrant communities proliferated. It was rare for a person to own more than one newspaper, and there was considerable turnover in the market. Prior to the 20th century it was uncommon for a single newspaper to have a circulation surpassing even 10 percent of a community’s population in a major city. Even smaller  towns—say Erie, Pennsylvania, or Evansville, Indiana—averaged four or five daily newspapers each during this period.99

The newspaper competition of this period is central to understanding how the conventional wisdom surrounding freedom of the press in the United States has crystallized. In this era, urged on by publishers, the term freedom of the press was narrowly redefined as protection of publishers from government interference with the newspaper business, to such an extent that press critic A. J. Liebling would eventually muse: “Freedom of the press is guaranteed only to those who own one.”100

Private for-profit ownership with advertising support was presented as benign, or at least of no concern to the political system. Indeed, these constructs were portrayed as the American way. Government had no role to play and, in fact, should be seen as a threat, an evil that might destroy “freedom” and even democracy. The overriding concern the founders had with establishing a viable press open to a range of viewpoints, even unpopular ones, was no longer respected as necessary or appropriate, and was mostly forgotten. Nearly all viewpoints would get a fair hearing in the marketplace, the theory went, and if the existing range of viewpoints was insufficient new newspapers could be launched.

Although this understanding of freedom of the press dominates today, especially in a colloquial sense, the material conditions that spawned this understanding of a free press unraveled in short order. Competitive newspaper markets quickly begat concentrated markets with fewer and larger papers and higher barriers to entry, making it far more difficult for newcomers to enter the fray. The growth of the great chains (and massive fortunes) of the likes of Pulitzer, Hearst and Scripps only accentuated the process. The unintended effect of advertising as the main means of support for newspapers is that it tended to push local newspaper markets from oligopoly to duopoly or even monopoly, as advertisers rationally flocked to the leading newspaper(s) that could offer the best rates and the widest reach. It also made it prohibitive for newcomers to enter existing markets.

A classic sign of monopoly power: no more than a half dozen commercially successful daily newspapers were launched in existing markets after 1918, despite the fact that the industry was supremely (and to its critics, absurdly) profitable through the balance of the century and into  the 21st century.102 Chart 3 demonstrates the rise and decline in the average number of daily newspapers in any of the 12 most populous cities from 1869 to 2008. Chart 4 does the same for the cities ranked 3-12, to remove the manner New York City skews the data. Chart 5 accounts for population growth, and demonstrates the number of daily newspapers in the 12 largest communities per 100,000 population from 1869 to 2008. The pattern any way you slice it is unmistakable.
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CHART 3. Average Number of Daily Newspapers for the Twelve Top Ranked U.S. Cities by Population, 1869-2008101

 

As Chart 3 indicates, the total number of daily newspapers peaked by the 1920s, and only then began its great decline in the largest cities. If you approached a New York newsstand in 1924, hoping to catch up with the latest details of the three-way race for the presidency between Republican Calvin Coolidge, Democrat John Davis and Progressive Robert M. La Follette, you could choose from 15 seriously competing English-language dailies—the Globe, the World, the Sun, the Mirror, the Graphic, the Telegram, the Mail, the American and the newly established Daily Worker,  to name but a few on a list that included the Times, the Post and the Daily News but still anticipated the life and death of PM, the Star, the Compass and another Sun. That newsstand made room for stacks of mass-circulation dailies edited by refugee intellectuals: Forverts, Freiheit and three others in Yiddish; New-Yorker Volkszeitung and Staats-Zeitung in German; Il Progresso Italo-Americano in Italian; Le Courrier des Etats-Unis in French; La Prensa in Spanish; and Al-Hoda in Arabic.104
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CHART 4. Average Number of Daily Newspapers in U.S. Cities Ranked Three to Twelve by Population, 1869-2008103

 

It was the same in Boston, where the Post, the Daily Advertiser, the Evening Transcript and the locally produced Christian Science Monitor jockeyed for a place on the rack with the Herald and the Globe; or San Francisco with its Call & Post, Bulletin, Examiner, Chronicle, China Times and Nichibei Shimbun, the Japanese-language paper that began publishing an English-language section in 1924.105

But the situation was soon to change and the consolidation that gripped smaller-town America came to our largest cities. It was not long  before many Americans realized that private ownership, profit orientation, concentrated markets and advertising had a great deal more to do with the actual (and frequently negative) performance of the news media than the prospect of direct government censorship, but only the latter was considered a legitimate First Amendment or public-policy issue. During the entire era of commercial journalism there has been a trenchant critique of the antidemocratic implications of the press structure, but it has had almost no public-policy route to resolution.106 In effect, the disease was identified but possible treatments were off the table. A classic example was the 1947 Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press, which delivered a blistering account of the limitations of the commercial news media for generating the journalism a democratic society requires. 107 Nonetheless, it began its “what can be done” section by stating: “We do not believe that the fundamental problems of the press will be solved by more laws or by government action.” Instead, in keeping with the pattern throughout the 20th century, it recommended news-media self-regulation.108 The sanctity of the status quo, the dominance of commercial media, was inviolable.

In their pleas for enhanced self-regulation, critics played off the fact that newspaper publishers consistently argued that they were not merely profit-seeking engines of capital accumulation, willing to use their power to advance their own political and commercial interests, but public-service institutions, the people’s advocates, and sentinels of freedom. “Unless we can return to principles of public service,” Rupert Murdoch announced in 1961, invoking this tradition, “we will lose our claim to be the Fourth Estate. What right have we to speak in the public interest when, too often, we are motivated by personal gain?”109

The tension between commercial pressures and the public interest has been the recurring theme of the past 120 years. By the first few decades of the 20th century, it generated a major crisis in the commercial newspaper system. The profit motive often trumped notions of newspapers as public servants, and sensationalism—publishing whatever generates the most profit—became commonplace. Semimonopolistic ownership of newspapers—initially in smaller communities, and eventually everywhere—often with conservative pro-business politics, left many Americans  feeling powerless to raise an alternative voice, except on the distant margins.
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CHART 5. Average Number of Daily Newspapers in the 12 Top Ranked U.S. Cities Per 100,000 People, 1869-2008110

 

The reliance on advertising did not merely give newspapers new masters, as readers accounted for a decreasing portion of the newspaper industry’s revenues. It extracted a heavy toll on the content of newspapers. Advertisers wanted their products to receive favorable coverage, and the businesses that advertised had their own political viewpoints they wished to encourage.

The Progressive Era generated a tidal wave of popular press criticism, by writers like Will Irwin and Upton Sinclair, deploring the antidemocratic nature of the advertising-supported, semimonopolistic press system, as strong as anything before or after.111 During this period voices began to call for nonprofit and/or municipal ownership of daily newspapers, and a few were actually launched.112 A few publishers went so far as to offer “ad-less” newspapers, because they thought it would give their journalism much greater credibility.113

Despite social discontent, these experiments were exceptions to the rule, and structural reform was not in the offing; the power of the commercial system made it politically impossible.114 Instead, the solution to this impasse was the rapid emergence of “professional journalism,” the ultimate form of self-regulation. Professional journalism, to be clear, is a complex matter that owes to a number of factors, but it was, above all else, a frank acknowledgment that a commercially driven journalism was incompatible with a vibrant democracy.115 For reporters and editors, professional journalism allowed them some autonomy from direct commercial pressures as they went about their work; for publishers, professionalism made their increasing market power and dependence upon advertising legitimate, and permitted them to generate extraordinary rates of return for a century.

The distinctive and crowning claim of professional journalism was that a division could be established between the owner/advertiser on the one hand and the editor/reporter on the other hand. Journalism would, it was declared, again have a public-service mission that trumped commercialism, although now under purely commercial auspices and at the discretion of the increasingly monopolistic owners. Power over the news was again in the newsroom, controlled by editors, who were educated to be neutral professionals in the newly created schools of journalism. If one avoided the editorial page, the theory went, one would have no idea what the politics of the owners (and editors) were. Likewise, because all professional journalists were to receive similar expert training, they would all select and cover news stories in a similar manner. Hence there would be no reason for a pressing concern about increasing concentration, lack of competition, even rampant monopolization in the daily-newspaper industry, since multiple papers would largely replicate each other. In an era when concerns about monopoly power were common, the American Society of Newspaper Editors was created and as its first act formally adopted a professional code for journalism in 1922.116

Nevertheless, it took many decades for professionalism to become the order of the day, as we chronicled in Chapter 1. So powerful has the consensus around professional journalism become in the postwar years—it still rules much of the nation’s thinking—that very few Americans and  perhaps even fewer journalists understand how unsettled our commercial news-media system was as recently as the 1930s. The New Deal proved to be the final battle in this struggle. There, for the last time, significant numbers of Americans, citizens and journalists, questioned whether freedom of the press was compatible with private ownership and advertising support.117

A press system that once fostered Whitman’s “daily communion” between editor and reader had evolved toward the absurd circumstance where the overwhelming majority of the nation’s newspapers endorsed Republicans Herbert Hoover and Alf Landon while the overwhelming majority of voters supported Franklin Roosevelt in 1932 and 1936.118 After Roosevelt carried 46 states in the latter election, for the greatest popular- and electoral-vote landslide in the history of modern campaigns, TIME magazine observed,All through the land, voters thumpingly disregarded the editorial politics of an estimated 80% of the nation’s daily Press. In Chicago an election night mob took direct action against the rabidly anti-Roosevelt Tribune by burning a truckload of its “bulldog” edition, egging its building, smashing plate glass at its Dearborn Street branch.119





Indeed, the battle hit fever pitch precisely as the New Deal entered its most progressive phase, following the 1936 election, finding newspaper publishers singularly hostile to President Roosevelt almost en masse. In November 1938, Roosevelt wrote to Joseph Pulitzer II, “I have always been firmly persuaded that our newspapers cannot be edited in the interests of the general public from the counting room. And I wish we could have a national symposium on that question, particularly in its relation to freedom of the press.”120 Two months later, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes debated press baron Frank E. Gannett on nationwide radio concerning whether the United States even had what could be called a free press because, according to Ickes, of private monopolistic ownership, the role of advertising and the exclusion of nonelite groups from adequate treatment by the press.121 Ickes took his lecture on the road, speaking to many groups. A Christian Science Monitor report noted in 1938 that President Roosevelt “pointed out the annual subsidy—in below-cost postal rates—that American newspapers and magazines receive from the Government, and suggested that they clean their own houses.”122

William Allen White, renowned editor of the Kansas-based Emporia Gazette, addressed the crisis in his 1939 presidential address to the American Society of Newspaper Editors:We must not ignore the bald fact that in the last decade a considerable section of the American press, and in particular the American daily newspaper press, has been the object of bitter criticism in a wide section of American public opinion. In certain social areas a definite minority, sometimes perhaps a majority of our readers, distrust us, discredit us.123





We are not claiming there was any real challenge to the newspaper system in the late 1930s, but it is striking how much political criticism the commercial structures of such a powerful institution were getting.

Professional journalism finally stabilized in the 1940s—even stridently partisan newspapers like The Chicago Tribune grudgingly moved toward a less partisan newsroom—and the commercial system survived the attacks on its legitimacy as stewards of the free press. The “government-hands-off,” laissez-faire version of freedom of the press ruled triumphant; its rocketlike ascension fueled to some extent by a Cold War environment where anyone making structural criticism of private ownership or advertising was suspected of being squishy on the subject of whether we would be better off living under a communist dictatorship. Academics, particularly in schools of journalism, argued categorically that the existing monopolistic commercial newspaper system with professional journalism was a superior and effective system for a free and democratic society. “The newspapers have changed their roles since the rise of monopolies and chains. They are not regarded today as primarily political mouthpieces,” University of Minnesota journalism professor Raymond Nixon told TIME magazine in 1962. “(The contemporary reader) buys newspapers for information and expects both sides of political questions. When newspapers started doing this, the need for reading two newspapers disappeared.”124

The manner in which professional journalism developed in the United States had both strengths and weaknesses, as we discussed in Chapter 1. Publishers enjoyed the legitimacy it gave them, but also disliked it to the extent it interfered with their desire to maximize profits. It would be an enduring struggle throughout the second half of the 20th century, as we chronicled in Chapter 1. After a generation of direct and indirect commercial pressures, newsrooms are largely in tatters, and the professional code seems beside the point.

Lost in the laissez-faire mythology was the dirty secret that direct and indirect public subsidies for the newspaper industry, and for newsmagazines, continued to exist and have been of considerable importance. Though nowhere near as extensive as those of the early Republic, these subsidies include the ongoing postal discounts, as well as the underwriting of professional journalism education at colleges and universities. The government, too, has a “public information” office in nearly all of its agencies and branches to provide material to news media. In 2007, governments employed fully 23,000 people in a public-relations capacity.125 This is, in effect, a subsidy. The government is, at times, an important purchaser of newspapers and newsmagazines. Newspapers receive a range of favorable tax breaks, and have been exempted from antitrust law when they are “economically distressed.”126 Newspapers across the country still enjoy the revenues derived from “legals,” advertisements by government agencies and advertisements that are required by state governments to be placed in newspapers. In fact, some smaller publications rely on these government advertising subsidies to survive.

Even more significantly, as Inger L. Stole’s work demonstrates, the government has established a series of policies to encourage advertising, and therefore increase the flow of revenues to the news media. By the mid-20th century advertising would be virtually the sole source of revenue for radio and television journalism. Advertising is not subject to state sales taxes. It is also allowed to be deducted from a business’s taxable income as a legitimate business expense. These have both been contentious policy issues. The government is a major advertiser in its own right, hence contributing to the success of commercial media. Moreover, the government has countenanced what can only be called lax regulation of advertising content, thereby contributing to America’s having more advertising per capita than just about any other nation in the world.127 In sum, government policies have buttressed and encouraged at every turn the oxygen that feeds commercial news media.




The Problem of Broadcasting

The fiction of a laissez-faire media may have held for daily newspapers, evidence notwithstanding, but it was unworkable for radio broadcasting when it emerged in the 1920s. There the government selected the lucky handful of organizations that would have the privilege of a monopoly right to scarce broadcast channels. The tension was palpable between what was best for the public airwaves and the commercial aspirations of profit-seeking station owners. Most nations opted for a nonprofit and noncommercial public system, though the management models varied widely from nation to nation. The United States, instead, in the late 1920s turned over all the prime frequencies to commercial interests, linked by two national corporate networks, the National Broadcasting Company and the Columbia Broadcasting System, supported entirely by advertising.128 The process was, by any standard, corrupt and secretive. “The whole American system of broadcasting,” the British Broadcasting Corporation observed in 1932, lies “outside our comprehension” and “clearly springs from a specifically American conception of democracy.”129 The key word there is specifically. Just as publishers had redefined freedom of the press as nothing more than a protection for their business endeavors, broadcasters and their political allies imagined a “democratic” communications system in which the airwaves were owned by the people while the microphones were controlled by a handful of businessmen and their employees.

This led to what was probably the most significant uprising against commercial media in the United States in the 20th century.130 At the center of the battle was the American Civil Liberties Union, whose radio committee debated whether the laissez-faire notion of freedom of the press applied to radio broadcasters. One member, Louis Caldwell, an attorney for the Chicago Tribune-owned WGN, argued that once the executive branch of the government quietly cherry-picked the corporations  that got the scarce monopoly licenses to broadcast, then those broadcasters deserved the same First Amendment relationship to the government as newspapers enjoyed.131 Other members, like Morris Ernst and Bethuel Webster, said that was preposterous; that the commercial broadcasters had proven to be far more injurious to free speech than the government in broadcasting and their domination of broadcasting was illegitimate. They argued that structural reform implemented by the government to promote a more open and inclusive broadcasting system on the publicly owned airwaves was necessary.

The debate was, at times, extraordinary, collapsing much of the tension of the entire century of corporate media into a brief window. Caldwell routinely invoked the Star Chamber, John Peter Zenger and the sword of Damocles as he railed against the totalitarian logic of broadcast regulation. “I have to fight a tendency to swallow this kind of language hook, line, and sinker, for it sounds grand and I like it,” Webster explained to another person on the ACLU radio committee. “I think that in this respect Mr. Caldwell is tilting at a windmill, and interference by network and station owners is a daily reality, whereas the interference Mr. Caldwell seems chiefly to oppose is a phantom.”132

We will not keep you in suspense: the networks and advertisers won the battle for the airwaves with the passage of the 1934 Communications Act. The deal that was struck was that commercial broadcasters would perform in the public interest—something they would not do if they were strictly commercial concerns—to justify their receiving the lucrative monopoly licenses from the government at no charge. Within a decade the newly emergent radio journalism became a main example of radio’s public-interest work. Even when there was grumbling about the flaws in the model—in 1945, Federal Communications Commission Chairman Paul Porter warned that the commercial excesses on radio were such that “large and influential sections of the public are beginning to demand that ‘something be done about it’“—the owners generally headed off the threats with pious mumblings about “broadcast freedom” and lobbying that would grow ever more efficient and aggressive.133

When television and FM radio and other new technologies came along, the corporate advertising-supported system was adopted with little  controversy and virtually no press attention or public debate. The public-interest standard for broadcasters proved to be largely toothless, and by the 1990s, goaded on by a powerful lobby, the public-service obligations were effectively nonexistent. At the same time, these industries became colossally profitable. Huge empires were built upon the back of what was in effect a massive gift of valuable public property to private interests. (The government recognized the limitations of commercial broadcasting with the adoption of public broadcasting in 1967, a topic we return to in Chapter 4.)

The case of broadcasting also points to a central issue generally overlooked in any discussion of freedom of the press or the First Amendment. Our media and communication industries, in general, are certainly profit-driven, but they are not free markets. They are all the recipients of significant, sometimes enormous, direct and indirect government subsidies and privileges, far beyond what nearly any other industry accrues.134 The exact amount of these subsidies has never been determined, but the value arguably runs in the tens of billions of dollars annually.135

When broadcasting, telephone, satellite or cable-television companies invoke free markets to justify their wealth and power, it should be laughable. Some of these firms routinely rank high on periodic top-10 polls identifying the “most detested” businesses.136 American communication companies in these industries won their market power as much through accumulating government monopoly licenses and pushing through industry-friendly regulation as they did by winning any victory in a competitive marketplace. Most important, major communication-technology revolutions, from the telegraph and radio to satellites and the Internet, have been developed using public subsidies.137 Left to the private sector, they may have never developed, or certainly their development would have been very different. As Paul Starr puts it, we, the people, created our media.138

Like Jefferson and Madison, we approve of government policies and subsidies for media and communication. They are the price of civilization, so to speak, and the engines of democratic extension. What we disapprove of is how secretive and corrupt the policymaking process has become in the United States, as the wealth and power of media and communication industries has increased. Hundreds of thousands, even millions, of Americans have come to share our revulsion, which explains the dramatic growth of the media-reform movement over the past decade. The point of Free Press, the group we helped launch with Josh Silver in 2002, was to put the public back into the so-called public policies that determine and define the outlines of our media system. The movement has enjoyed great success, on issues ranging from media ownership and public broadcasting to keeping the Internet open and uncensored.139

Free Press now is turning to the challenge of recreating the institutions and resource base necessary for journalism. The main barrier is that the vast majority of Americans still do not understand the central role of public policy and direct and indirect subsidies in the construction of our media system. Neither are they encouraged to do so by the powerful corporate communication lobbies that rule the roost behind closed doors in Washington, or what remains of the news media. In effect, they want to maintain their ability to reap the benefits of public investment in media without having to accept the responsibilities that should go with the largesse. We argue that the spending and policies that shape our media should be advanced in the interest of the great mass of American citizens—not the handful of big media corporations that have disregarded and come close to destroying journalism.

The current collapse of journalism highlights how bankrupt the laissez-faire mythology is in addressing the real nature of our press system and the great problems before us. Imagine, for one moment, what would happen if the federal government issued an edict demanding that there be a sharp reduction in international journalism, that leading newspapers be shuttered, that statehouse bureaus be closed and that local newsrooms have their staffs and budgets slashed. Imagine, too, that the president issued an order that Washington bureaus be closed, and that news media concentrate upon celebrities and trivia, rather than investigate the economic crisis or rigorously pursue corruption in federal agencies. Had all that occurred, these official actions would have sparked an outcry that made Watergate look like a day at the beach. Yet, when quasi-monopolistic commercial interests effectively do pretty much the same thing, and leave our society as impoverished culturally as if it had been the result of  a government fiat, it is met mostly with resignation, as something as unavoidable as the Rocky Mountain range when one drives from Chicago to California. Colonel Nicholson is speechless.




Does the Supreme Court Mandate the Commercial Media System?

At this point, one final set of questions remains: isn’t our current media system, our current approach mandated by law? Hasn’t the Constitution been interpreted as requiring us to stand to the sidelines as journalism gets slaughtered by media companies that would rather cut than create?

From our experience, even when we have scoped out the need for intervention and the prospect for doing so in smart and effective ways, there are still some who say: “No matter what evidence you produce, the Supreme Court will insist on a laissez-faire interpretation of the free-press clause of the First Amendment, so whatever reforms you might get enacted by Congress and implemented by federal agencies to renew journalism and realize its full democratic potential will eventually be found unconstitutional.”

There is a certain logic to this argument. The Court tends to shade its interpretations of the Constitution to take into account broad social and economic developments. So it was that segregation was ruled constitutional at the height of Jim Crow in the 1890s, and then ruled unconstitutional after 60 years of African-American migration to the North and contributions to world wars, a nascent civil-rights movement and a Cold War in which a prominent Soviet argument to the colonial nations in Africa and Asia was that the United States was a white-supremacist society. So, it might be presumed that the Court would logically embrace the notion that freedom of the press equals the ability of media firms to maximize profit without any interference from or role for the government. After all, that has been the way that we have been told the news media have worked for at least the last century.

With this criticism in mind, we approached C. Edwin Baker, one of the leading First Amendment scholars in the nation, and probably the single greatest authority on the free-press clause, and a decorated professor at the University of Pennsylvania Law School. We asked whether the Supreme Court accepts the dominant laissez-faire press mythology that has determined that the press system is the natural province of corporations and advertisers, and that the government has little or no role to play except to let the market work its magic, regardless of what these firms do. The professor was aghast. “The court has never said that nor is it assumed,” Baker replied.140

So how has the U.S. Supreme Court interpreted the meaning of the free-press clause of the First Amendment? A review of free-press cases reveals that there is a surprisingly small body of work, and there were no cases of note before the 1920s or 1930s. The Court has given far greater attention to free-speech cases.141 And when it has addressed matters of the press, the Court only rarely has touched on structural issues of the role and relationship of the government and the private sector in determining the shape of the news media. But when the Court has touched on these issues, it has at all times understood the press in a manner consistent with Jefferson and Madison, rather than Wall Street and Madison Avenue.

The Madisonian notion of the central and indispensable importance of an informed citizenry, and a press system to assure the nurturing of such a constituency, has been articulated many times. (No justice has ever suggested the contrary.) In the Supreme Court’s 1927 Whitney v. California case, Justice Louis Brandeis concluded: “Those who won our independence believed that the final end of the State was to make men free to develop their faculties; ... that the greatest menace to freedom is an inert people; that public discussion is a political duty; and that this should be a fundamental principle of American government.”142

There has also been, at all times, a sense on the Court that the press system should not be regarded as a purely commercial undertaking, that it serves a higher calling. Baker concludes that the Court clearly recognizes the press as a unique institution distinct from individuals exercising free-speech rights, and also as distinct from other commercial enterprises.143 Whenever a case has come forward positing the laissez-faire notion of the First Amendment—that the news media can do as they please and that none of this is Uncle Sam’s business—it has been shot down. “The  Supreme Court,” Baker establishes in his review of the matter, “has explicitly or implicitly rejected these premises whenever invoked by a corporate media entity.”144

The first great case along these lines was Associated Press v. United States, which was decided by the United States Supreme Court in 1945. The AP argued the First Amendment prevented the government from enforcing antitrust laws against its monopoly. Consider us “absolutists” with regard to Hugo Black’s magnificent majority opinion in that case, which ruled against AP:It would be strange indeed however if the grave concern for freedom of the press which prompted adoption of the First Amendment should be read as a command that the government was without power to protect that freedom. The First Amendment, far from providing an argument against application of the Sherman Act, here provides powerful reasons to the contrary. That Amendment rests on the assumption that the widest possible dissemination of information from diverse and antagonistic sources is essential to the welfare of the public, that a free press is a condition of a free society. Surely a command that the government itself shall not impede the free flow of ideas does not afford non-governmental combinations a refuge if they impose restraints upon that constitutionally guaranteed freedom. Freedom to publish means freedom for all and not for some. Freedom to publish is guaranteed by the Constitution, but freedom to combine to keep others from publishing is not. Freedom of the press from governmental interference under the First Amendment does not sanction repression of that freedom by private interests.145 (our emphasis)





Leaving little doubt about the Court’s opinion, Justice Felix Frankfurter wrote in his concurring statement: “Truth and understanding are not wares like peanuts or potatoes. And so, the incidence of restraints upon the promotion of truth ... calls into play considerations very different from comparable restraints in a cooperative enterprise having merely a commercial aspect.”146 In short, the Court has ruled that the state has a compelling interest to see that a viable press system exists, and there is no  presumption that profit-seeking firms will necessarily deliver the goods. In his opinion in the 1994 case Turner Broadcasting System v. FCC, Reagan appointee Justice Anthony Kennedy concluded, “Assuring the public has access to a multiplicity of information sources is a governmental purpose of the highest order.”147

As Ben Scott points out, what was revolutionary about the AP decision was that the Court could have followed precedent and simply said that applying antitrust law was permissible because it would not interfere with the press function of these firms. Instead, as Scott writes, “The affirmative right to regulate the media in the public interest was set into a Supreme Court precedent in 1945, and it has never been overturned.”148

Black returned to these issues 26 years later in the Pentagon Papers (New York Times v. United States) case:In the First Amendment, the Founding Fathers gave the free press the protection it must have to fulfill its essential role in our democracy. The press was to serve the governed, not the governors. The Government’s power to censor the press was abolished so that the press would remain forever free to censure the Government. The press was protected so that it could bare the secrets of government and inform the people. Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in government. And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is the duty to prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people and sending them off to distant lands to die of foreign fevers and foreign shot and shell.149





Equally brilliant, and instructive, is this passage from Justice Potter Stewart’s opinion in the same case. Stewart, an appointee of Republican president Dwight Eisenhower, comes close to channeling James Madison:In the absence of the governmental checks and balances present in other areas of our national life, the only effective restraint upon executive policy and power in the areas of national defense and international affairs may lie in an enlightened citizenry—in an informed and critical public opinion which alone can here protect the values of democratic government. For this reason, it is perhaps here that a press that is alert, aware, and free  most vitally serves the basic purpose of the First Amendment. For, without an informed and free press, there cannot be an enlightened people.150





Radio and then television broadcasting have forced the Court to revisit its understanding of freedom of the press, and the relationship of the state to private commercial media. The commercial broadcasters wanted to get the same treatment from the government that newspapers enjoyed—i. e., a ruling that existing broadcasting regulation amounted to a violation of the First Amendment. In 1969, capitalizing on four decades of growth in their institutional and political power, the commercial broadcasters got their case before the Supreme Court. But Justice Byron White, one of the Court’s most conservative members, wrote a majority opinion in Red Lion Broadcasting Co., Inc. v. Federal Communications Commission that rejected their claims:But the people as a whole retain their interest in free speech by radio and their collective right to have the medium function consistently with the ends and purposes of the First Amendment. It is the right of the viewers and listeners, not the right of the broadcasters, which is paramount.... It is the purpose of the First Amendment to preserve an uninhibited market-place of ideas in which truth will ultimately prevail, rather than to countenance monopolization of that market, whether it be by the Government itself or a private licensee. ... It is the right of the public to receive suitable access to social, political, esthetic, moral, and other ideas and experiences which is crucial here. That right may not constitutionally be abridged either by Congress or by the FCC.151





The Red Lion decision presented an explicit rejection of the laissez-faire model for broadcasters. It was such a powerful and expansive declaration of the extent to which the First Amendment belonged to the public before private media that progressive legal minds like Jerome Barron attempted to have the Red Lion logic applied to the monopolistic newspaper industry. His approach returned to the critique of the 1930s and argued that “freedom of expression is meaningless if all the important means of communication—press, television, and radio—are closed.”152  Since newspapers are in effect even more monopolistic than broadcasters, albeit for economic rather than technological reasons, and freedom of the press belongs to all of us, the argument went, the government should require newspapers to serve their communities and publish dissenting opinions. This led to 1974’s Miami Herald v. Tornillo case, where the Supreme Court ruled 9-0 that the government could not regulate press content as it did broadcasting, despite the market dominance of newspapers in a community.

Those who have not actually read the Miami Herald v. Tornillo decision may assume that it is the Court’s definitive endorsement of the laissez-faire notion of freedom of the press. But even a casual review of the opinions regarding the case points to a very different conclusion. To the extent it prohibited government meddling in editorial content, we concur with the opinion.153 As Timothy Cook points out, however, the ruling was consistent with other court decisions which argued freedom of the press belonged to readers as much as to newspaper owners.154 The Court said nothing remotely smacking of a laissez-faire notion of the press. The Court failed to distinguish between the interests of editors and owners, making the two sides identical and seemingly equal in importance. The decision was based on the presumption that the public-service editorial obligations of the press were at least the equal of the commercial needs of press owners, and it did not understand the press as a fundamentally commercial enterprise.155

On the heels of the Miami Herald v. Tornillo decision, Justice Stewart gave a rare speech on the meaning of freedom of the press at Yale Law School. “The Free Press guarantee is, in effect, a structural part of the Constitution.” (Stewart’s emphasis.) “The primary purpose of the constitutional guarantee of a free press was,” he added, “to create a fourth institution outside the Government as an additional check on the three official branches.” Stewart concluded: “Perhaps our liberties might survive without an independent established press. But the Founders doubted it, and, in the year 1974, I think we can all be thankful for their doubts.”156

Stewart was speaking, it should be noted, at a point in history when the journalism of Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein had revealed the high crimes and misdemeanors of the Nixon White House so thoroughly  that, faced with the threat of impeachment, Richard Nixon would resign the presidency.157

Questions remain unanswered—and unasked—in the decisions we have reviewed. The Supreme Court has yet to take up the issue of what happens if the interests of owners and editors are opposed. What does that mean in monopolistic or semimonopolistic markets where it is impossible for new owners to emerge to hire new editors? What happens to freedom of the press when the right to launch effective new media is nonexistent in the market or effectively limited to billionaires, and the investors have no more interest in journalism than they do in insurance, hedge funds or producing undergarments?

Most important for the present time are these questions: What does the nation do when Wall Street and Madison Avenue have determined that there is insufficient profit in journalism to warrant investment? Does the Constitution mandate that journalism therefore must cease to exist as a viable enterprise? Is the Constitution to be regarded as a suicide pact? This was the absurd question first raised and rejected by Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln, and formally put into the legal discourse and also rejected by Justices Robert Jackson and Arthur Goldberg.158 Is the Supreme Court now going to change course and answer that question positively?

These are the constitutional questions for our time. These are the fault lines along which we will define freedom of the press in the 21st century. The laissez-faire model, to the extent that it ever existed, has not only become irrelevant, it is downright toxic. While it may have been true that, for much of this country’s history, commercial interests provided sufficient resources for the provision of journalism, this is no longer the case. Commerce is now in open conflict with journalism, and journalism is losing. The Supreme Court to date has dealt in its free-press cases with assumptions about the viability of the commercial system. Now that those assumptions no longer hold, now that journalism and democracy are threatened by a failed status quo, we can take a fresh look at the First Amendment, and how the Supreme Court has interpreted the relationship of the government to the press. Over the years, constitutional scholars like Baker have made the case for why even as the First Amendment  prohibits censorship, it allows the state to play a proactive role in creating content.159 The above opinions support their arguments.

With the current crisis in journalism at pandemic levels, with the commercial system collapsing and taking great newspapers and whole newsrooms with it, there is very good reason to believe that—acting in accordance with the Constitution and established precedent, the Court will not only condone aggressive government policies and subsidies to create viable independent journalism, it may well demand them. This prospect is as realistic as it is heartening because it offers hope that a recognition of the fact that “the present crisis of western democracy is a crisis of journalism” can be met as the founders intended—by embracing and, yes, celebrating the role government must play in maintaining and extending the promise of American journalism and democracy.

James Madison famously observed in 1822, “A popular government without popular information or the means of acquiring it, is but a Prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy or perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern ignorance, and a people who mean to be their own Governors, must arm themselves with the power knowledge gives.”160

In the face of the tragedy and farce that Madison imagined, we may ask and answer the essential question as patriots in tune with this country’s deepest and best democratic traditions.

Why the state?

It is the American way.






Chapter 4

SUBSIDIZING Democracy

The year 2009 did not produce many encouraging headlines about the future of newspapers in particular or journalism in general. Decades of corporate profit-taking, competition from the Internet and a scorching recession had left the landscape littered with laid-off reporters and the wreckage of once-great newspapers. But from Seattle, a city that lost one of its two daily newspapers during the season of doom and despair, came a series of shouts from the belly of the beast that seemed, well, optimistic:

“Recession Could Fuel New Era of Local Newspaper Ownership.”

“Still Ready to Raise Hell and Sell Newspapers.”

“Amid the Rubble, Hope for Journalism Is Stirring.”

Didn’t this joker get the memos? Doesn’t he know that local newspapers are dead? Doesn’t he know that newspapers are sacking the people who raise hell and selling their assets in an industry-wide fire sale? Doesn’t he know that there is no hope for journalism?

In fact, the man responsible for those headlines did get the memos. He’s been getting them from the day he was born. Ryan Blethen, the editorial-page editor of the Seattle Times, is a member of the fifth generation of a newspaper family that is about as old-school as you get. His greatgreat-grandfather, Alden Blethen, really did promise to “raise hell and sell newspapers.” And Ryan Blethen got Alden’s rebel gene; indeed, he has, with his father, Frank, broken time and again with industry insiders to declare that “consolidation by huge public corporations and overleveraged private companies has endangered professional journalism.” He advances the Jeffersonian notion that “Newspapers should be accountable to the communities they serve and not to Wall Street or distant corporations thousands of miles away.”1

What’s needed, Ryan Blethen says, is an openness to change, new business models and smart government interventions designed to preserve that which is essential in journalism—its link to communities, its skepticism, its independence and, above all, its determination to raise hell—in an era when it is becoming harder to sell newspapers and to maintain newsrooms capable of covering cities, states and nations. “We must start advocating for the future of professional journalism instead of lamenting what is lost,” Blethen argues. “We have to consider all options and be vocal about what we believe will work. Professional journalism will not die if journalists and politicians work toward sustaining newsrooms.”2

We agree.

So what’s the plan? Or, to be more precise, what are the plans?

It should be clear by now that there is no one easy fix, no magic elixir, which will cure what ails the body politic and give us all the journalism and democracy we desire. Reasonable and well-intended people will disagree about how to get from here to there. But the openness that Blethen and other young journalists have begun to display suggests that America is finally getting ready for a serious discussion. We equate seriousness with a willingness to embrace definitional change, because there is no longer any question that such change is going to be needed to sustain journalism in the 21st century.

This is not a moment for half steps or cautious responses. It’s time to be bold and, yes, radical—in the best American sense.

American radicalism is not romantic. It is all about figuring out what needs to be done and doing it. So it is that the most radical proposals we make in the coming pages are grounded not in idealism so much as a practical assessment of the current crisis.

It’s time to get real.

It’s time to face facts.

It’s time to recognize that all the evidence available to us at this point leads inexorably to one conclusion: having anything remotely close to a satisfactory level of journalism will require a large public subsidy.3 We know this is an unsettling notion for some, especially for journalists who have been taught to fear the heavy hand of government. But media subsidies and government intervention have taken many forms along the arc of the American experiment. And they can again. Indeed, they must.

Once we get past the fear-mongering and false premises about government subsidies, the real work begins. How much money do we need? Where does it come from? Who controls it? And who receives it? These are the daunting but unavoidable questions at the heart of any debate about government intervention to promote journalism, and these are the questions that we address in this chapter.

The broad proposal that we advance has four components: 1) immediate measures to sustain journalism, each of which transitions to a permanent subsidy if successful; 2) a plan to convert the collapsing corporate newspaper into what we term a “post-corporate” digital newspaper, with print versions at the very least until there is ubiquitous broadband; 3) converting public and community broadcasting into genuinely world-class civic and democratic media; and 4) spawning a vibrant, well-funded, competitive and innovative news-media sector on the Internet. Then we turn to the matter of how we can pay for what we propose, along with what others might propose.




Our Assumptions

For this chapter to be most effective, we must lay out our operating assumptions, offer some provisos and provide some context.

We confess at the outset that we do not have all the answers to the questions that the rapid degeneration of journalism in America has raised. Rather, we propose ideas—some with historic precedents, some fresh—that are informed by our personal and professional involvement with journalism and democracy movements. We have consulted with  some of the wisest and most engaged players in mainstream and independent media in addition to leading scholars, all of whom are grappling with the urgency of the moment.

We are not presenting a fait-accompli plan for a thumbs-up or thumbs-down vote. Rather, we are advancing plausible proposals to focus and enliven a national conversation on these issues. We won’t go too deep in the weeds of policy wonkery; instead, we’ll attempt to provide broad outlines of sound and relevant policy initiatives in understandable terms. If these ideas are to succeed ultimately, they will need more attention from lawyers, accountants, analysts and experts of all stripes to make certain they are well structured to pass practical and official muster. To advance the process, we have anticipated potential pitfalls and problem areas and attempted to steer clear of them.

We are modest enough to recognize that a different agenda could be superior to ours. In fact, we see ourselves as being engaged in a process that relentlessly seeks superior ideas, a process that will require the embrace and abandonment of approaches, adjustments and changes in focus and function. Over the course of 2009 as we wrote this book, our thinking evolved considerably. As Christopher Warren, the federal secretary of Australia’s Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance and one of the savviest observers of journalism trends internationally, reminds us:Journalism as we know it is the product of hundreds of years of evolution in our thinking about how we tell our stories, and about how we pay the people who tell our stories. Disruptive technologies, the fracturing of our economic bases, these aren’t new problems. We’ve faced this before. The issue goes beyond technology and discussions about economic models. The real question is whether we are going to be flexible enough, open enough, to take bold steps, stumble a few times and then take more bold steps. If we do, we’ll have journalism in the 21st century, and it may well be better than anything we had in the 20th.4





We agree there’s no quick fix, no single button to push that will make everything better. As frustrating as that can be in a society accustomed to instant answers, this is as it should be. A healthy news-media system  must be diverse. It must have a range of institutions, structures and funding sources. We think it wise policy to have some news media that aspire to serve the entire community, even nation, and others that serve smaller segments of the population. None of the models will achieve perfection—no matter how enthusiastic the reviews from particular camps maybe. But some will be better than others. Whenever there are systems of payment and institutional structures, they will influence the content of the news. It is unavoidable, whether the source is advertising and control is corporate, or the support is public and the structure is nonprofit. The task for enlightened policymakers is to recognize the dilemma and attempt to minimize the negative influences while maximizing the positive ones.

That said, we do bring some basic values and principles to this process. Our first and most fundamental purpose is to prevent any direct control by politicians over editorial content and to minimize policies that have government officials evaluating media content. We aspire in all policies and subsidies to retain the proverbial “Chinese wall” between politicians and an independent media. It is for this reason that we were never excited by the Fairness Doctrine, or other measures that required the government to determine whether broadcast programming was in the public interest. Our goal is to have policies and subsidies that create a system where it will be rational to produce good journalism, without having a government official monitoring what is written or said.

At the heart of every reform we propose is a belief that journalism is not merely needed, it needs to be better. This is not just an American challenge. We are enthusiastic about the burgeoning global movements to help journalists “to reconnect to their mission” of truth telling. The Ethical Journalism Initiative of the International Federation of Journalists, with which the American Newspaper Guild union is affiliated, speaks of a need for journalists to organize “to distance themselves from banal, superficial and cynical media.” We’re on board for that project, as far as it goes. But we think it should be extended. It is not just journalists but society that should seek distance from banal, superficial and cynical media. Our sense is that journalists and citizens have a common cause. The Ethical Journalism Initiative argues that journalism should be  “watchful and committed to truth, alert to injustice, jealous of its own independence and, above all else, a champion of the public interest.” Freeing journalists to do their jobs without fear of political or corporate masters is in the public interest, and we think the public should be actively involved in the project. That involvement begins with activism, but it can and should extend to public policies that sustain and advance quality journalism.5

Although the evidence suggests that the corporate, advertising-supported, profit-driven model for journalism is no longer viable, we believe in the basic right of anyone to start a media business or enterprise of any kind. We do not doubt that in specific niche areas of journalism commercial media will find a lucrative role, and we propose no policies that would undermine their prospects. For instance, if some existing commercial newspapers find success in the coming era, we’ll be delighted. We do not believe that such commercial enterprises should receive any subsidies from the federal government; conversely, the government should not ask of these media businesses any more or less than it asks of other private firms.

We also believe that subsidizing strong journalism will help build an audience/readership/community for media, and this will be of value for commercial interests who wish to remain in, or enter, the field. Recall from Chapter 3 that it was the massively subsidized press of the first half of the 19th century that laid the foundation for the commercial-press explosion with which we are so familiar. It is also worth noting that British journalists tell us one of the greatest forces promoting journalism in that country’s privately held newspapers is the muscular competition they face from a well-funded British Broadcasting Corporation that is committed to serving the public interest. “We have to be aggressive and cover more things in more creative ways because we aren’t just competing with other newspapers, we are competing with a BBC that is serious about journalism,” says Chris Elliott, managing editor of The Guardian.6

The BBC, a traditional public broadcast system, and The Guardian, a traditional newspaper, compete directly with one another now on the World Wide Web. There is no doubt that the future of journalism is digital, and public subsidies have to be designed to promote the creation  and dissemination of material online. We are about creating a better future, not trying to pretend it does not exist. That being said, until the United States is in a situation where close to 100 percent of the population has broadband access, it is unacceptable to ignore the importance of “old media.” While it may be attractive to shift all resources to exclusively digital journalism, with its much lower operating expenses, such a change would be antidemocratic in a nation where tens of millions of citizens do not have broadband, or Internet access at all.

There is another strong argument for taking steps to keep print publications functioning, at least in the foreseeable future. We believe it would be shortsighted, irrational and possibly catastrophic to permit existing newsrooms to disintegrate over the next five years, and then hope to start fresh on a scorched landscape and create a new system. We oppose bailouts or direct subsidies to existing commercial players, and we think a crucial policy objective is to convert these corporate newsrooms into viable post-corporate newsrooms. In the near-term, and in strictly controlled circumstances, arguments can be made for existing corporations getting some payoffs. These payoffs would come, however, in the form of severance packages; i.e., the government might create incentives to get bad players off the field—by selling newspapers at fair (rather than inflated) prices to more responsible owners, unions or community groups—before their layoffs and cuts destroy what remains of American newsrooms. If the media corporations that did so much to create the crisis wish to remain in the journalism business, more power to them. But they will not do so on the government dole.

When developing policies to promote journalism, it is important to have a set of values and a vision of what good journalism looks and sounds like.7 We have found over the years that there is considerable consensus in democratic theory and among journalism scholars about what a healthy journalism should entail:1. It must provide a rigorous account of people who are in power and people who wish to be in power, in the government, corporate and nonprofit sectors.
2. It must regard the information needs of all citizens as legitimate.
3. It must have a plausible method to separate truth from lies, or at least to prevent liars from being unaccountable and leading nations into catastrophes—particularly wars, economic crises and communal discord.
4. It must produce a wide range of informed opinions on the most important issues of our times–not only the transitory concerns of the moment, but also challenges that loom on the horizon. These issues cannot be determined primarily by what people in power are talking about. Journalism must provide the nation’s early warning system, so problems can be anticipated, studied, debated and addressed before they grow to crisis proportions.


It is not necessarily the case that every media outlet can or should provide all these services to its community; that would be impractical. It is necessary, however, that the media system as a whole makes such journalism a realistic expectation for the citizenry. There should be a basic understanding of the commons—the social world—that all people share, so that all people can effectively participate in the political and electoral processes of self-governance.

As journalist Richard Reeves once put it, the news is “what you and I need to keep our freedom—accurate and timely information on laws and wars, police and politicians, taxes and toxics.”8 Freedom is about a lot more than being able to pick your hairstyle or decide what color shirt to wear. Freedom in the deeper civic sense involves controlling one’s life, one’s social environment, one’s future, in collaboration with other members of the community. Even where some desires may be compromised, freedom requires that the choices be made in a democratic fashion. For instance, we might all like to keep a few more dollars from the taxman, but if we are taxed it should be for the purpose of funding initiatives that have been debated and approved by an informed people and their elected and accountable representatives.

The measure of a free press is how well a system meets these criteria of giving citizens the information they need to keep their freedom. Understood in this manner, as we discussed in Chapter 2, journalism requires resources, institutions, legal protections and people who work at  the craft full-time. For great journalism to be produced, these conditions are indispensable.

The emergence of the Internet lowers costs dramatically and makes the creation of a viable democratic journalism far more plausible. The technologies are such that there will almost certainly be many innovations in the development of journalism that we cannot anticipate. Healthy policymaking will embrace this prospect, not attempt to thwart it merely to protect the turf of old media.

It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between policies to generate journalism and policies to reform the broader media system, but we will try to stick to the former while acknowledging that the latter is a legitimate and pressing issue with implications for journalism. For example, much of local commercial radio broadcasting—not just radio journalism, which has all but disappeared—has gone into the dumpster due to the relaxation of ownership and commercial regulations over the past three decades. A restructuring of radio could conceivably open the door to a new class of local stations and news programs, and these institutions could segue to the coming digital era. We’re excited about this prospect. But we will leave the reform of radio alone—for now. The point to remember is that once the door is opened to broader media reform, options for journalism will grow beyond what is considered in this chapter.

We are well aware that what we propose herein is radical by recent American standards–just a few years ago, some of our proposals would have been unfathomable. But if we know nothing else, it is that these are not normal times. The United States, like much of the world, is in a critical juncture, in which the old media system is collapsing and a new one is being born.9 The combination of revolutionary new technologies, a collapsing discredited commercial journalism and a broad economic crisis have created great danger but also considerable opportunity to begin anew. In the next few years, the range of options before us is going to be much broader than is usually the case. This moment is best seen as a founding one; a point that we might imagine as a “constitutional convention” for media. The vested corporate-media interests that usually place strict limits on the range of debate are uncertain of their future in journalism, and some are on the way out altogether. This is not the time  to repair their dying system; it is the opportunity to create something much better, and much more democratic, than has ever existed before. This can be a moment of revolutionary change and of revolutionary importance for the Republic.

Ryan Blethen redefines newspaper to describe “a catchall for whatever way newspaper created content is delivered”–wisely rejecting the constraints of an increasingly pointless print-versus-digital debate. And his recognition that it is not the Internet that is destroying journalism allows him to see the current crisis in the right perspective:For nearly 40 years, newspapers have been acquired by publicly traded corporations or ever-expanding privately held, but highly leveraged, companies. The inexorable, greed-fueled feast might finally be coming to an end.

An industry-transforming recession has exposed the decay of decades of corporate and profit-driven newspaper ownership.

In the detritus comes real opportunity.10





This is an opportunity that, for the sake of journalism and democracy, we cannot afford to greet casually or cautiously. We must seize it.




What We Learn from Abroad

If we are serious about applying government policies and subsidies to create strong journalism and build a free and independent press, we can draw from more than the American traditions discussed in Chapter 3. Many European democracies, most notably the Nordic nations, have instituted significant subsidies for commercial newspapers to maintain competitive local markets and a broader range of political opinions.11 In 2006, for example, Sweden spent more than $65 million to subsidize competing newspapers. If this same per capita rate were applied to the United States, it would be an annual subsidy of more than $2 billion to support second and third daily newspapers in American communities.12 In Norway, a system for newspaper subsidies designed to “maintain local competition and national diversity” provides resources to the “No.  2” newspapers in communities around the country as well as to the smallest local newspapers in remote regions. The Norwegian system also provides support to national newspapers that represent dissenting and controversial political views. Imagine if USA Today and The Wall Street Journal faced competition in the marketplace of ideas from publications with socialist and libertarian perspectives. If we transferred the Norwegian system to the United States, again applying the same per capita rate, roughly $4 billion would be invested annually to foster journalistic competition and viewpoint diversity.13

But we are not advocating the recreation of Nordic-style press subsidies in the United States. It’s not our sense that specific U.S. conditions or the nature of our crisis make the press-subsidy systems of other democracies appropriate as an American solution. What we believe can be learned from studying the European experience with subsidized newspapers, however, is that such programs do not undermine the independence of the press or make it a lackey for the political party in power. According to Daniel Hallin, arguably the leading American scholar on comparative media systems, the implementation of the subsidized newspaper system in Europe was concurrent with “a shift toward a more adversarial press. It is actually very strong evidence that press subsidies don’t lead journalists to be timid.”14

If we accept Hallin’s assessment, there is something else to be learned as well: subsidizing journalism with an eye toward fostering competition and making a variety of viewpoints available creates a vibrant media culture. According to the World Association of Newspapers, Nordic countries have among the highest levels of newspaper readership in the world. In Norway, for instance, more than 625 copies of newspapers are printed daily per 1,000 people; that compares with only about 225 per 1,000 people in the United States.15 (So much for the notion that the Internet killed newspaper readership, as Norway is among the most wired nations in the world.) And measures of democratic participation in Scandinavia—the real test of whether citizens are getting the information they need to govern themselves—are dramatically higher than in the United States.

Perhaps where we can learn the most from abroad regarding press policy might be in a comparable crisis situation when a journalism system  in an advanced industrial nation had been decimated and needed to be rebuilt in order for democracy to be successful. Classic examples of such circumstances are provided by Japan and Germany following World War II. We provide the details of the extraordinary interventions and expenditures of generals Eisenhower and MacArthur to build independent news media in occupied Germany and Japan in the 1940s in Appendix II. For present purposes, what is important about this episode is that it demonstrates, again, that creating a viable free press is the first duty—or in the first tier of duties—of the democratic state.




Dealing with the Immediate Crisis

If we do indeed recognize the need for a viable press system, then the first order of business for those who would respond sufficiently to the current crisis is to stop the bleeding and keep as many journalists employed as possible. The United States needs to buy time to enact longerterm policies and subsidies. At the same time we must guard against squandering money on the failed firms and strategies of the past. In such a circumstance, the ideal programs are stopgap measures that can transition into long-term programs if they prove effective.

An immediate initiative that could be of value to a variety of journalistic endeavors that continue in print would be to dramatically lower the price of postage. It is a pleasing coincidence that this proposal resonates so deeply in the American tradition. Cutting postal rates would be of tremendous value to a broad range of publications that practice journalism and public-affairs reporting and commentary.

Unfortunately, the digital age has not been kind to journals of inquiry and opinion. Many publications are teetering as we write. At present, the lowest cost one of these periodicals enjoys for postage is around 30 or 35 cents per item. We propose that all publications with less than 25 percent advertising in their pages pay only 5 cents for postage for each of their first 300,000 copies sent to subscribers. The scale would then gradually increase from 300,000 to 500,000, where it would return to the existing postage rates. This is a classically content-neutral proposal that would benefit publications such as The National Review and Human Events on  the Right and The Nation and The Progressive on the Left. In particular, it would be beneficial to intellectually and ideologically adventurous publications such as The American Conservative, an “old-Right” magazine that mixes distaste for big government with foreign-policy positions that are as fervently anti-imperialist—and critical of neoconservatism—as those of Left-wing periodicals. The American Conservative was on the verge of folding in the spring of 2009, and continues to struggle for survival; the refusal to fold is motivated by what its editors say is a determination to be a part of a moment when “the definition of conservatism is really open for debate.”16 The founders understood that when great ideological and political issues were in play, it was essential that a wide range of voices be heard. The United States can and should update that understanding to the present day by borrowing a page from Jefferson and Madison and establishing postal rates that promote—rather than constrain—a wide-ranging debate.

To avoid putting the Postal Service in the position of having to determine which magazines “do” journalism, we would make this subsidy available to all publications, commercial and nonprofit alike, regardless of content, as long as they have less than 25 percent advertising content. We concede this amounts to a subsidy for qualifying commercial magazine publishers, but it only increases the subsidy they have always enjoyed. The 5-cent fee should weed out people who just want to dump boxes of material on the post-office steps. Congressional action would be required to implement this proposal. The cost to the government would be approximately $200 million annually, according to experts in the postal community, though it is impossible to know for certain. It should come immediately so that well-written and -edited periodicals that are now making serious bids to compete in the marketplace of ideas—such as The American Conservative on the Right and In These Times on the Left—can be a part of the debate as they evolve their digital presences and explore new ownership structures and funding strategies. This will provide an invaluable service to the many millions of Americans who rely upon print as their media of choice. It will keep some of the country’s finest journalists employed.

The second policy measure we recommend to stop the bleeding is the establishment of a “journalism” division of AmeriCorps, the federal  program that places young people with nonprofits to get training and do public-service work.17 The point here is to ensure that young people who love journalism will stay in the field, despite all the dire “news” of the moment and limited opportunities. As Oliver Staley noted, after reviewing the Harvard Crimson staff in 2009, “just three of the 16 graduating seniors who were on the Crimson executive board are seeking positions in journalism.”18 We know from personal experience the situation is the same on almost every college campus. Ken Doctor proposes young journalists in training be paid $35,000 per year, and then be assigned positions with news media that wish to employ them.19 For a variety of reasons, it makes sense that a project of this sort would be a component of the successful AmeriCorps program, which is already working in communities across the country. Were this done with, say, 2,500 young journalists, the annual budget would be in the area of $90 million, including overhead. It strikes us as a win-win; we get more journalists covering our communities, and young journalists have a chance to gain valuable experience—even at a time when the small dailies where they might have started are laying reporters off. After three years, if the program proves to be a success, the “News AmeriCorps” could be expanded to work with as many as 5,000 young journalists. At this size, even extending the terms to two years, the cost would be around $350 million annually.

Much as the Works Progress Administration of the New Deal era trained a generation of this country’s greatest authors through its Federal Writers’ Project—including Saul Bellow, John Cheever, Ralph Ellison, Zora Neale Hurston, John Steinbeck, Richard Wright and Studs Terkel—we can easily imagine that a “News AmeriCorps” could produce the great investigative reporters, editors and Pulitzer Prize winners of the 21st century.

The last of the immediate policy measures we recommend would be a dramatic expansion of funding of high-school newspapers and radio stations. Comprehensive research demonstrates that young people’s interest in journalism and civic involvement (and their academic performance) increases when they are personally involved in making media. And students so inspired are far more likely to follow the lead of able journalists like Sacramento Bee business writer Bob Shallit, who says, “I really  got the journalism ‘bug’ in high school where we had a daily student paper that tackled a lot of meaty issues.”20

With many school districts facing budget pressures almost as extreme as those that now batter newsrooms, over 20 percent of American high schools have no student media. In many other schools, media that now exist are being diminished and downsized.21 The federal government could make a real investment not just in the future of journalism but also in community journalism for areas that are currently underserved by putting up the money that is required so that every public high school has a student newspaper and radio station, on the Internet if no spectrum is available. All of the material produced by these public institutions would immediately be put online and made available free to all. We imagine that as with other media, the new and expanded high-school newspaper and radio stations would gradually become indistinguishable from the student media Web sites.

Focusing on high-school media has an especially strong social component. The budget-cutting frenzy that has been clobbering school districts across the country for the better part of two decades has been especially hard on journalism education in poor, working-class and majority-minority schools. The papers in these schools—which have historically played outsized roles in surrounding neighborhoods—are now fighting for survival.22 We can and must reinvigorate them, not merely as educational tools but also as potential sources of information for adults in rural communities and urban neighborhoods that long ago were abandoned by commercial media. And we should couple new investments in the institutions of high-school journalism with media-literacy classes for students emphasizing the civic role of journalism.

These school-media measures will require personnel to be effective. In some cases, high schools might hire veteran journalists to work with the students and to direct journalism projects. This could put an immediate dent in the surging numbers of unemployed reporters, and keep talented but currently out-of-work journalists active in their craft and contributing to their communities. We also believe that bringing in journalists from the community would get high-school reporters thinking about more than just covering school-related stories; they can get dirt  under their fingernails covering local elections, city-council meetings or even statehouse debates. The fresh perspective these young journalists could bring to broader policy debates—especially with a bit of prodding from veteran reporters and editors—could be invaluable at a point when local and state government is increasingly undercovered.

Investments in high-school media will not have the immediate impact of postal subsidies and the News AmeriCorps, and they will take years to fully implement. But the positive effects should be seen within a decade—perhaps sooner where the right connections are made with a community that wants and needs a new source of journalism. And they are long overdue. Students shouldn’t just be learning about freedom of the press in history classes, they should be practicing it in their schools and preparing to practice it in the Golden Age of journalism that will unfold if policymakers take the right steps.




Transitioning Newspapers to a Post-Corporate Digital Era

We believe the evidence marshaled in Chapters 1 and 2 demonstrates there is no particularly meaningful or long-term future for the corporate system of daily newspaper publishing, even in digital form. Some businesses may survive in communities as profit-making entities; but if they do, the evidence suggests they will not be doing much journalism, or they will be producing niche journalism, pitched at a sliver of the community. The unpleasant truth is that, for all their pious pronouncements, newspaper corporations in the 20th century treated journalism as far less important than their relationships with advertisers and investors. For a time, this business model provided enough money to produce a sufficient journalism for a democratic society. It no longer does.

If our assumption is wrong, or even if it takes time to be fully confirmed, we want to be certain that any existing or prospective commercial newspaper publisher who wishes to make a go of it has a chance to do so. None of the policies and subsidies we propose will undermine their chances.

At the same time, it would be foolish to allow still-large newspapers to be run into the ground over the next five years. It is not merely that it  is smart policy to salvage the massive investment in newsrooms that still exist. We believe “newspapers” as an organizing principle for gathering and communicating information–especially information that those in power would prefer to quarantine—have a crucial role to play in a democratic society. We place the quotation marks around the word newspapers to emphasize that we use an evolved definition of these institutions. When we refer to “newspapers” we are talking about locally based news organizations covering the full range of political and social activities in a community, providing the news and commenting on it. For the cost reasons we outlined in Chapter 2, newspapers will be predominantly digital in the foreseeable future. And that means the rhythm will gradually change to the Web’s clock of constant publishing. This will erase many of the traditional distinctions between daily and weekly newspapers, and we should emphasize that we do not believe arbitrary distinctions should be made between dailies and weeklies. Likewise, the newspaper will increasingly be audio-visual. This process is already well underway.

What will remain constant is that newspapers—the term of art we continue to employ, although we are really talking about newsrooms—will be institutions responsible for covering communities with a sense of duty that is unmatched by other media ventures. Newspapers are the place where the buck stops in a community; where people can logically expect to see coverage of what is important in their locale. And if people do not find it in their newspaper, they have a right to demand an explanation from the editors. A collection of niche Web sites covering different aspects of a community are well and good, but in combination they cannot recreate the coherence and unity a well-edited and resourced newspaper can deliver. We believe this remains a crucial and distinct democratic institution.

In the near-term, it’s vital that at least one newspaper remain alive in every community that has traditionally had one. To this end, the federal government must intervene to aid the transition to post-corporate ownership models for daily papers. We should state up front that we’re opposed to government-owned newspapers. There is actually a history of municipally owned newspapers in the United States, like the Los Angeles Municipal News nearly 100 years ago.23 The logic for municipal ownership  is clear: the newspaper is a necessary institution, much like the police and fire department or schools. It could be supported by public monies and have an elected management, accountable directly to the voters. However, due to the nature of journalism, we prefer that newspapers remain independent of municipal governments. The goal should be to have many independently owned and managed newspapers. But there is still a defining role for the government to play.

The crucial point to keep in mind is that we are dealing with a failing industry. It has no viable business model. In most cases, there are few if any commercial interests willing to invest serious money in the enterprise. That is why the government has a necessary role to play in bringing about a post-corporate future. The market is not equipped to address circumstances like this, except to let the newspapers go under. This is a crisis situation. But it is not a situation without options. The U.S. government can again, as it did in lifetimes of many living Americans but in the distant locations of postwar Germany and Japan, create the conditions where a free and independent press can be sustained through the crisis and ultimately flourish.

With an eye on those cities where no commercial interests are prepared to maintain the daily newspaper, we believe the government should establish an office to oversee and coordinate the rapid transition of failing corporate newspapers that have dysfunctional ownership structures—and, in most cases, the crushing debts that go with them—into post-corporate newspapers. (We use the term “post-corporate” recognizing that some of the models we propose are technically corporations. They are not, however, for-profit corporations in the common understanding of the term.) It should have a budget sufficient to purchase the collapsing newspapers (and then resell them to new owners), or provide low-interest loans to new ownership groups to make the deals themselves. This office could possibly be housed in the Small Business Administration, which has considerable expertise in similar operations. If the government purchases a failing newspaper outright, it will hold on to a newspaper for one year maximum—with strict controls on the official role to guard against censorship and abuses of the public trust. If a new structure is not in place at that point, the newspaper will be closed. This will give all  the current and potential players incentive to get engaged, negotiate honestly and close deals.

This conversion has two distinct aspects. First, there is the process by which we get corporations to relinquish their control. In general this will have to be through a buyout of some sort, or through a managed bankruptcy. The deals may require “sweeteners.” They will work best if prospective new owners are present and engage indirectly in negotiations, a circumstance we have already seen develop in some communities where newspapers are failing and wealthy individuals (such as California billionaires Eli Broad, who has stepped up several times to express an interest in buying The Los Angeles Times, and David Geffen, who has expressed at least a measure of interest in buying The New York Times), local consortiums (such as the groups that have been assembled in Philadelphia, Boston and other cities) or union and community groups have come forward.

Then the question becomes: Are there legal ownership structures that can be used to quickly, efficiently and responsibly convert corporate newspapers to post-corporate newspapers? The three most interesting options are the 501(c)(3) nonprofit model, the L3C Low-Profit Limited Liability Company model and some form of worker or community cooperative. Each of these three models, to be effective, would benefit from the enactment of fresh legislation by Congress specifically addressing their use by news media. They will also require ongoing federal resources.

But before we get into detail, let’s establish that post-corporate models for operating newsrooms can and do produce great journalism. We’ve got examples from around the world, not only in public broadcasting but also in the newspaper business. For instance, the newspaper that is broadly seen as a world leader—perhaps the world leader—in getting journalism across the bridge from print to digital, London’s Guardian, was owned from 1936 to 2008 by The Scott Trust, a charitable foundation established by its previous owner to ensure the British newspaper’s editorial independence. The Scott Trust was established in 1936, when The Guardian’s owner at the time, John Scott, voluntarily renounced all financial interest in the business for himself and his family, putting his shares in the company, worth more than £1 million at the time, into the  trust. The trust’s stated “core principle” was “to preserve the financial and editorial independence of the Guardian in perpetuity, while its subsidiary aims are to champion its principles and to promote freedom of the press in the UK and abroad.”24 As a non-charitable trust, The Scott Trust had a finite lifespan, so in 2008 the trustees transferred ownership of its shares in the Guardian Media Group (GMG) to a newly established permanent limited company, The Scott Trust Limited, which became the new owner of The Guardian. “The change reinforces existing protections for the Guardian,” the trustees explained. “The core purpose has been enshrined in the constitution of The Scott Trust Limited and cannot be altered or amended. The new company is not permitted to pay dividends, and its constitution has been carefully drafted to ensure that no individual can ever personally benefit from the arrangements.” As such, said Dame Liz Forgan, the chair of The Scott Trust Limited, the new arrangement renewed “our commitment to preserve the legacy of CP Scott, further strengthen the protection afforded to GMG and the Guardian ... ”25

The Guardian is recognized repeatedly as Britain’s “Newspaper of the Year” and as the “Best Electronic Newspaper” by the British Press Awards. It was named the “World’s Best-Designed Newspaper” by the Society for News Design, honored again and again as the “Best Newspaper” online at the international Webby Awards—beating The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal and other papers. The Guardian keeps the faith journalistically and leads the way when it comes to innovation. Why? “Because we are owned by a trust that’s profit-seeking—definitely profit-seeking, not profit-making—we were incredibly well positioned for the changes that have rocked newspapers and media over the last decade,” says Guardian managing editor Chris Elliott.26

It is not just on the international stage that post-corporate papers are showing the way when it comes to maintaining journalistic standards in difficult times. In 2009, The St. Petersburg Times won two Pulitzer Prizes—the Florida paper’s seventh and eighth such honors—for fact-checking the 2008 presidential race (national reporting) and exposing child neglect (feature writing). It was the only newspaper other than The New York Times to receive multiple awards. But unlike the nation’s “newspaper of record,” The St. Petersburg Times is not a classically corporate  paper. The Florida paper’s previous owner, Nelson Poynter, was an old-school publisher who really did believe that the newspaper business was different from all others. Instead of selling off the Times or willing it to his heirs, the publisher established what is now The Poynter Institute, defining for it two missions: “to teach journalists young and old, and to keep his newspaper independent and free to serve its communities.”27

“Newspaper publishing,” Poynter believed, “is a sacred trust and must always be carried out in the public’s interest. Ownership by a distant corporation would make that impossible.”28 So The St. Petersburg Times is owned by a journalism school. And, as Andrew Barnes, who served as chairman and chief executive of the Times during a 15-year period from 1988 to 2004, when he had to battle to maintain the newspaper’s unique ownership structure and the independence that goes with it, has written:The setup boils down to this: a profit-making, tax-paying publishing company owns the St. Petersburg Times. ... The company’s earnings after taxes go to build the business and to support the Poynter Institute.

That’s not how it works at most newspapers. Corporate owners in distant cities all too often lack familiarity with local people and issues. They may not even know newspapers very well. As a result, the only thing that counts to the owners is dollars, and readers suffer.

Some of the differences:

If our owner demanded profits be twice as high as they are, it would inevitably cut into our ability to hire enough people and buy enough newsprint to really tell you what is going on in our communities. We run a nicely profitable business so we can be an excellent newspaper; all too many companies print newspapers so they can make a lot of money.

The price of our paper is low. We keep it that way so all citizens can be informed, not just the well-to-do. We believe our democracy depends on informed citizens.29





Well said. And the strategy seems to have worked. In addition to securing its Pulitzers, the Times has been described by The American Journalism Review as a paper that “many journalists consider the nation’s finest local newspaper.”30 Operating in what for many years has been one of the  most competitive media markets in the nation, The St. Petersburg Times has emerged as the largest-circulation daily newspaper in Florida. It has, like other large newspapers, experienced circulation losses in recent years, yet it is now one of the 25 largest-circulation dailies in the United States. While home-state competitors were struggling in the spring of 2009—The Orlando Sentinel and Fort Lauderdale’s Sun-Sentinel were suffering through the Tribune Company bankruptcy while the debt-hobbled McClatchy Company had reportedly offered the Miami Herald for sale—St. Petersburg Times editor and chief executive officer Paul Tash was able to wax philosophical. “The economy is especially tough if you are a public company in the stock market or if you have a lot of debt or both. The St. Petersburg Times is an independent, privately owned newspaper. And that allows us to focus and manage for the long term,” he said. “The last 25 years was the golden age for immensely profitable newspapers. Those days are over for a long time. If you built ownership and debt on the expectations that party would go on forever, this is a particularly wrenching time.” Instead of fretting about debt and shutdowns, Tash was talking about digital initiatives and “figuring out how to keep that journalistic firepower in place.”31

Other civically and democratically minded publishers have come up with strategies to keep their newspapers independent and free—and locally owned and operated—after old owners slip the mortal coil. The Capital Times of Madison, Wisconsin, the first print daily in the country to become a primarily digital newspaper in 2008, was founded and owned from 1917 to 1970 by William T. Evjue. (John Nichols has been associated with The Capital Times since 1993.) A progressive reformer who throughout his lifetime was a critic of newspaper chains and complacent journalism, Evjue directed at his death that all the proceeds from his controlling voting stock in The Capital Times Company be turned over to the Evjue Foundation he had formed a few years before, effectively creating a post-corporate ownership structure for the paper.32 The Evjue Foundation keeps an independent daily newspaper (now predominantly online but with a substantial newsroom and an influential role in the community) in the game while making substantial charitable donations in the community.

The Day Trust in New London, Connecticut, has a history similar to that of The Capital Times. Established by The Day’s previous publisher, Theodore Bodenwein, The Day Trust is under direction from the grave “to so manage said newspaper or newspapers as to provide liberal compensation and various forms of assistance and rewards, such as insurance, bonuses, and pensions, to its employees; to pay sufficient salaries to assure a high type of executives and skilled writers and workmen.” There is more: “I believe a newspaper should be more than a business enterprise. It should also be the champion and protector of the public interest and defender of the people’s rights,” explained Bodenwein, in a will that outlined how he felt “his” newspaper should be operated after his passing.33

If every publisher left the field as Poynter, Evjue and Bodenwein did, there would be a lot less need to search for new ownership models for newspapers and strategies to preserve and promote journalism. Unfortunately, these men were the outliers in an era that saw the vast majority of local newspaper owners transfer their “properties” to chains that sold and resold them into debt and decay. As such, the precise models they developed would be difficult, if not impossible, to recreate. Writing on The St. Petersburg Times for The Columbia Journalism Review in 2008, Douglas McCollam confirmed that “given the pressures most newspapers contend with, reporters and editors at the Times know they have it good.” But his was not a happy tale of what might be. Rather, McCollam concluded,The story of Nelson Poynter and his institute has become something of a soothing bed-time story for traumatized journalists. While reporters are forced to endure draconian cuts in their own newsrooms—many of them enacted (as journalists see it) by mutton-headed managers with their eyes riveted on the bottom line—they can still dream of a land not too far away where a well-tended band of scribes toils under the benevolent gaze of ownership unconcerned with trivial matters such as EBITDA (Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation and Amortization) and online ad revenue. The reality, of course, is more complicated, and demonstrates why the Poynter model offers no easy cure for the ills that plague American journalism.34





McCollam’s right. But that’s not an argument for rejecting the search for smart, well-designed post-corporate ownership models.

Senator Ben Cardin, a Democrat from Maryland, seized the baton in March 2009, as daily newspapers seemed to be going bankrupt or closing down weekly. Cardin offered a legislative response to the news that newspapers across the country—including Maryland’s dominant Baltimore Sun—were faltering. Cardin recognized that, despite all the talk about the Internet and the recession, what really ailed newspapers was the fact that they were being run by corporations that had as their first priority the extraction of massive returns for investors. “America is losing its newspaper industry,” the senator explained.

While the economy has caused an immediate problem, the business model for newspapers, based on circulation and advertising revenue, is broken. That decline is a harbinger of tragedy for communities nationwide and for our democracy. This is why I introduced the Newspaper Revitalization Act to help our disappearing community and metropolitan papers by allowing them to become nonprofit organizations. My goal is to save local coverage by reporters who know their communities, work their beats and dig up the stories that are important to our daily lives. Today, newspapers do that job; all other outlets—TV, radio, blogs—feed off that base. My bill would allow newspapers—if they choose—to operate under 501(c)(3) status for educational purposes, similar to public broadcasters.35



Cardin’s Newspaper Revitalization Act proposed the necessary twists and tinkers that would make it possible for newspapers to operate as nonprofits for educational purposes under the U.S. tax code. Addressing questions about where money might come from for restructured newspapers, the senator said, “Advertising and subscription revenue would be tax-exempt, and contributions to support coverage or operations could be tax-deductible.”36

Then he got to the touchy part. The shift from for-profit to not-for-profit status would not undermine the ability of newspapers to cover election campaigns or local, state and national affairs, Cardin claimed.  But, he acknowledged, newspapers that operated as nonprofits would not be permitted to make political endorsements.37 The senator admitted: “This may not be the optimal choice for some major newspapers.”38

In fact, though the senator’s plan was well intended, it was not optimal for many newspapers. “Newspapers that opt for the nonprofit model leave an opening for politicians to meddle and forfeit political endorsements, a vital component to a newspaper’s editorial voice and role in a community,” explained Ryan Blethen, who is far more open to alternative ownership models than most newspaper executives. “Nonprofits are not allowed to make political endorsements. The same would go for nonprofit newspapers, which is unfortunate. Endorsements, especially on the local and state level, allow a newspaper to be a part of the community dialogue. Endorsements are also the framework by which an editorial board builds its identity.”39

This concern was echoed, not surprisingly, by David Holwerk, editorial-page editor of The Sacramento Bee and the president of the National Conference of Editorial Writers.40 Blethen and Holwerk are right. Editorial endorsements—or the denial of them—are among the most powerful tools that newspapers have for holding political figures to account. Trading that tool away denudes newspapers, making them even less interesting than they already are when compared with opinionated blogs. And nonendorsement policies won’t shield journalists and editors from pressures by pols and interest groups. In fact, the shift could make things worse. Ask yourself this question: Can a laudatory editorial about a mayor—or even, for that matter, an article—be read as an endorsement? Can a condemnatory editorial or article about a powerful city-council member be read as an encouragement to vote for her challenger? Especially in one-newspaper towns, we can imagine that the threat of an investigation into the nonprofit status of the local daily—with all the associated prospects of legal wrangling and visits from IRS agents—would cause plenty of papers to pull their punches. And, since the scrutiny would rise at election time, newspapers would be most likely to lose their nerve at precisely the point when they are most needed as beacons in the fog of campaign spin.

Supporters of the 501 (c) (3) option for newspapers respond that many nonprofit publications like Mother Jones and In These Times have had no  problems making their opinions on issues and politicians known without making formal endorsements. However, those national publications are not operating in the hothouse atmosphere of a local media market, so the pressures and scrutiny they face are dramatically different. We think the endorsement issue is a serious one. We also share the concern critics have raised with Cardin’s requirement for qualifying newspapers to do national and international journalism, which would preclude much ethnic and specifically local media–including weekly newspapers that provide the primary reporting in many communities—from its benefits.41

We are impressed that Senator Cardin has accepted the criticism and has displayed openness to tinkering with and improving his legislation. We do not rule out the 501 (c) (3) model. However, the world of 501 (c)(3) organizations is enormous, so any effort to change the rules to accommodate journalism could well open the door for a political food fight few politicians would welcome. It might be wise to see if we can do better, or at least develop alternative paths to a post-corporate newspaper future. The post-corporate fix that is more likely to work, on a number of levels, will borrow from but not precisely emulate existing nonprofits.




The Low-Profit Alternative

In the course of our research we have become increasingly enamored with the low-profit limited liability corporation, or L3C, model.

Robert Lang, the foundation executive who developed the L3C model, describes it as “the for-profit with a non-profit soul.”42 This new approach to an old dilemma—how to attract significant investment in projects that seek to serve charitable or community interests—is probably best understood as a hybrid of a nonprofit and a for-profit organization that builds on the strength of each. As Emily Nicole Chan explains on “Nonprofit Law Blog,”[This] is a new type of limited liability company (LLC) designed to attract private investments and philanthropic capital in ventures designed to provide a social benefit. Unlike a standard LLC, the L3C has an explicit primary charitable mission and only a secondary profit concern. But unlike a charity, the L3C is free to distribute the profits, after taxes, to owners or investors.43





Among other things, the L3C can take investments, not merely grants, from foundations. This dramatically increases the pool of available funds. It also allows private capital to play a role. The genius of the L3C structure is its flexibility; anything but a “one size fits all” model, the L3C allows its creators to set up a specific model best suited to the community and the financial pool available to it.

The L3C model was recognized in 2008 as an official legal structure by the state of Vermont and in early 2009 by the states of Michigan, Wyoming, Utah and North Dakota, as well as the Crow Nation. This gives the L3C model “national applicability,” because L3Cs formed in any of these jurisdictions can be used in other states or territories; it therefore has a flexibility traditional business and nonprofit models lack.44 (Welldrawn federal legislation, in the form of a proposed Program-Related Investment Promotion Act that specifically mentions newspapers, would increase that flexibility. This should be a high priority.) As Chan notes, partners can “structure an L3C and adjust ownership to best fit their unique situations. By addressing these current investment challenges ... L3Cs are able to attract a greater influx of private capital from various sources of wealth in order to serve their charitable or education goals.”

What this could mean for newspapers is spelled out by Bill Mitchell, the veteran newsman who leads the News Transformation program at the Poynter Institute:As an L3C, a news organization could rely on a wider range of financial backers than is currently possible, as long as the company and its investors share a common commitment to serving an educational or charitable public purpose beyond financial return.... The new hybrid model makes it easier for companies to attract investors with different objectives and expectations. It also addresses a fundamental conflict of publicly traded news companies: the obligation to increase shareholder value while spending what it takes to provide communities with the journalism needed to inform civic life.45





The L3C approach is dramatically more flexible than a traditional nonprofit model. Plus, notes Mitchell, “A news company structured as an L3C—as opposed to a nonprofit—would avoid some of the limitations of nonprofit status, including the prohibition against political endorsements.”46

That sounds attractive. But can anyone imagine what an L3C newsroom would look like? Well, yes. Sally Duros, a former real-estate editor with The Chicago Sun-Times—a newspaper that declared bankruptcy March 31, 2009—did just that in an article she wrote, appropriately enough, for The Huffington Post:Me? I am excited about the Chicago newsroom of the future, a journalist’s dream come true that could rise from a floor of foundation cash and be sustained by a stream of revenue and profit. My theoretical newsroom, let’s call it The Times Democrat, would be a new kind of company, an L3C, or Low Profit Limited Liability Company...

More than ever, a newsroom must be a mission-based place.... Let’s agree that journalism must live for the future of our democracy. Let’s also agree that the newsroom of The Times Democrat will be an amalgam of the best and most innovative practices we have online and in print, and that it will evolve to be something recognizable as newsgathering measured by a few key virtues. These include a culture of accountability and quality control that includes editors and fact checkers. And in fact, credibility and audience relevance will be the currency that moves the market of readers, or “news consumers,” from news org to news org locally and nationally. ...

But to get there, journalism needs one thing more than anything else to operate well: that thing is money, specifically re-birthing cash. That’s what our L3C newsroom, The Times Democrat, is about.

So, what would the business model of The Times Democrat look like? It would simply be a modified Limited Liability Company that has the primary goal of serving a socially beneficial purpose and as such it could accept foundation money.

Americans for Community Development, a coalition sponsored by our nation’s first L3C—L3C Advisors—says that the L3C is the for-profit  with a nonprofit soul. The nonprofit soul of a newspaper arises from the recognition that newspapers are the only business specifically recognized in the U.S. Constitution and that the information they provide is vital to the proper function of a democracy.47





Too good to be true? A modern-day alchemist’s fantasy? We don’t think so. And neither does Robert Lang, the foundation CEO who created the L3C model. “What we are looking at is the newspaper as a self-sufficient entity,” he says. “It will not be a high-profit entity.... I’m not saying that we can save the Chicago Tribune and make it what it was 10 years ago. But at least the money that’s made today can go toward improving the product not paying off leveraged debt.”48

Breaking the stranglehold of the for-profit model makes the most of what viability remains in newspapers and could help them fill the “need [for] newsgathering organizations” in cities that are losing them, says Lang. We would add that, with the right federal interventions—several of which we will discuss in short order—the L3C model could play a critical role in the transition from the print newsrooms of the past to the digital newsrooms of the future. In other words, while we generally agree with Lang, we see the possibility that Chicago might end up with a newsroom—perhaps even newsrooms—that are better than what The Chicago Tribune was 10 years ago. Maybe one of those newsrooms will be the Duros-edited Times Democrat.

This discussion is moving away from hypothetical status. In July 2009 Craig Whitney, the “standards editor” at The New York Times, acknowledged that the paper was considering “whether it would be possible to get the kind of support that NPR does from foundations for its journalism.” Whitney made it clear the Times had no intention “to become a nonprofit corporation.” It seems to us that the Times might want to take a hard look at L3C status. Indeed, this could be its logical trajectory if the current rulers of the Times wish to remain in journalism first and foremost.49

Truthfully, though, we are less worried about Manhattan and Chicago than we are about midsize cities in New York and Illinois, where historic newspapers are on the ropes and where there are fewer options for saving  journalism. Could the L3C approach work in these towns? Put another way: Will it play in Peoria?

The answer, we are delighted to report, is yes! The Peoria Journal Star, with roots that go back more than 150 years, is a classic midsize daily that historically has provided outsize service to its downstate region. It was locally owned through most of its history, first by Peoria families and then from the mid-1980s until the mid-1990s by its employees. In 1996, after years of wrangling between managers and unions, the Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP) was dissolved and the paper was sold to the California-based Copley Press chain, which in turn sold the Journal Star in 2007 to New York-based GateHouse Media, a publicly traded firm that paid $380 million for the Peoria paper and six other Midwestern publications. We probably don’t need to explain what happened next. GateHouse paid too much for the papers. Revenues dropped. Pay cuts were announced. Buyouts. Layoffs. Downsizings.

By 2008, the union that represents journalists at the Journal Star, Newspaper Guild Local 86, was searching for a new ownership model that would stop the bleeding from corporate cuts, according to local president Jennifer Towery. Union members looked at cooperative models and ESOPs and nonprofit schemes, but what made the most sense was the L3C approach: “We are looking at long-term ownership that puts journalism first. [The L3C] just resonated. It has so much potential.”

For Towery, the key is the requirement that newspapers organized as L3Cs must serve a social purpose—like covering the community—as opposed to merely generating profits for distant corporations. “It insists that serving the readers is your mission,” the Journal Star editor says. “If it doesn’t serve the readers to cut your newsroom staff you can’t do it.”

Towery is not alone. L3Cs have generated a lot of interest within the Newspaper Guild, especially at locals representing journalists on papers in or facing bankruptcy. To make the strategy work, however, Congress needs to get seriously engaged. There’s been a great deal of progress at the state level; in Illinois, for instance, at the prodding of the Peoria Newspaper Guild, L3C legislation raced through the state legislature in early 2009. But there are still enough questions about how the IRS will interpret this new approach that there are vulnerabilities. Our read suggests that L3Cs have  been very well designed to fit within existing IRS rules, but it would be very useful if Congress would enact federal L3C legislation that clearly mentions newspapers and news-oriented Web sites—and that guarantees the greatest possible flexibility for those seeking to “save journalism.”

Necessarily, we believe that journalists will be in the forefront of this struggle. And we think they should be given as many options as possible for preserving existing newsrooms and starting new ones. It makes sense to look anew at rules governing ESOPs and cooperatives, as well as the L3C model, in each case with an eye toward making it easier for journalists—and journalists working in concert with local foundations, unions, community organizations and wealthy individuals—to buy failing newspapers and to start new newsrooms. Though these are not curealls, Newspaper Guild president Bernie Lunzer says, “Such changes ... would tether news organizations to the communities they serve, rather than to Wall Street.”50

The Guild has a long history of exploring alternative ownership strategies—going back to the early 1950s, and most recently in an attempt to salvage newspapers that were being sold off by the old Knight Ridder chain—and members of Congress who are serious about building a future for journalism should keep this and other news-gathering unions at the table. Bottom line: in seeking alternative ownership models, the place to begin is with journalists and the communities they serve—not with big media companies and the investors they serve.

We are convinced that post-corporate models for newspaper ownership hold out much greater promise of success than do the corporate models for a number of reasons. And we’re not alone. Ironically, the first great clarion call for a post-corporate structure for newspapers came from Harry Chandler, heir to the great Los Angeles Times fortune. Way back in 2006, surveying the appalling consequences of corporate ownership on newspapers, Chandler argued the future for daily newspapers needed to be based on “community ownership, like that of the Green Bay Packers football team.”51 Whether it’s a community-investment scheme like that of the Packers, or some other post-corporate model, this is a fix that meets the challenges of the moment. First and foremost, it allows for a focus on journalism. Reporting and editing  will no longer be an “externality.” As such, the “product” will be enhanced, making it more attractive to readers and potentially to advertisers. Additionally, in a digital age, approaches that might not have worked at the height of the commercial moment—ESOPs and cooperatives, in particular—could now be far more viable. After all, digital media does not require the real estate, delivery trucks and rolls of paper that made producing a printed publication such a pricy endeavor.

At the same time, post-corporate newspapers—be they print or digital, ESOP, 501(c)(3), cooperative, L3C or some blend—will still have a difficult time making ends meet in face of the stark economics facing all journalism. Even with an L3C, nonprofit or cooperative structure, even with greatly reduced taxes, even with the ability to raise philanthropic money, many of these daily newspapers still may not generate enough advertising or sell sufficient subscriptions to sustain a viable newsroom. For that reason we believe that Lunzer and other advocates for journalism are right when they say that subsidies will be needed. The Newspaper Guild president acknowledges that “there is a reflexive antipathy by many people to the idea of tax subsidies of any kind for news-gathering.” But he knows that “in fact the United States has a long history of providing such breaks, starting with subsidized mail delivery for newspapers and other periodicals.”52

This leads to a bold plan for subsidizing journalism: University of Pennsylvania law professor C. Edwin Baker, whose insights shaped the conclusion to Chapter 3, has developed a proposal to grant newspapers a tax credit of 50 percent of the salaries of all journalistic employees, up to a maximum credit of $45,000 for each journalist. This credit would result in papers hiring (or not firing) many more journalists. A tax credit is far more valuable than a tax deduction because, among other things, the benefit does not depend on the paper’s being profitable. If a firm has journalists with salaries totaling $1 million dollars, it could deduct $500,000 directly from the actual taxes it owes the government, not simply deduct $500,000 from its taxable income. If the paper does not owe taxes, the newspaper will receive a payment from the government for that amount. Baker argues that implementation issues involved in such a program are relatively simple. (There are, for example, accepted industry definitions of journalist that can be adapted.) Baker further argues that any newspaper or news medium, be it commercial or nonprofit, should be entitled to this tax credit. While we think that is an excellent subject to be studied and debated, we see his tax-credit plan as being, at the very least, a credible way to subsidize the new tier of post-corporate newspapers.

With that in mind, we propose keeping a version of this tax-credit principle to be used by the L3C, nonprofit or cooperative. The government will pay half the salary of every reporter and editor up to $45,000 each. Assuming most daily and weekly newspapers go post-corporate and employment returns to the high-water mark of two decades ago—the latter a very big assumption, we know—this would cost the state $3.5 billion annually.53 If employment stayed at current levels it would run half that total. Newspapers that benefit from these subsidies would also be prime candidates for News AmeriCorps rookie journalists.

What would taxpayers and citizens get in return—aside from what Lunzer describes as “the type of journalism that protects our communities from political and corporate over-reaching, tackles systemic problems of the environment and the economy and chronicles the every-day lives of our neighbors”? Quite a bit. In exchange for accepting subsidies, post-corporate newspapers would be required to place everything they produce on the Web for free upon publication. The news, features and opinion pieces would then enter the public domain—creating vast new deposits of current and, ultimately, historic information.

For the sake of discussion, were the Baker proposal to prove successful, and therefore extend to all news media, the cost could be substantially higher—perhaps double what we have discussed. Let’s talk numbers: if by 2020 we roughly doubled the number of full-time working journalists in the United States to, say, 160,000, it would require a U.S. government subsidy of $7.2 billion in 2009 dollars—roughly the same amount that it costs to occupy Iraq for a month.

It may be that this program will develop exceptional community media and revolutionize newspapering, drawing diverse communities together as never before in American history. We may then wish to expand the program to make it possible for second or even third digital  newspapers to be launched in communities across the country—recreating the sort of competition not seen in many American cities since newspapers started consolidating a century ago. Or the program could prove unnecessary, and be superseded by something else, including possibly the media we discuss in the balance of the chapter. But it strikes us as a worthwhile policy risk to attempt to see if the daily newspaper can find a place in a digital world. Perhaps it is because we are old-timers, but we think the world will seem a lot emptier if there isn’t something like the newspaper—as Ryan Blethen and other journalists are actively redefining it—in the 21st century.




From Public Broadcasting to Public Media

The second core policy area where government intervention can help achieve healthy journalism is in the noncommercial media sector. After decades of attacks by know-nothing politicians, it is time to restore and extend America’s understanding of public-service broadcasting as a great and underutilized resource. At the same time, it is necessary to recognize that public radio and TV stations have an exceptionally important role to play in the transition to the new age of journalism. Now is the time for America to dramatically expand the existing public-broadcasting system, re-envisioning it as truly public media.

Public-service broadcasting was a radical new development in publicly subsidized media when it emerged in the early 20th century. Unlike earlier subsidies for newspapers, the plan for developing public broadcasting would use tax dollars to generate media content directly, not simply to encourage commercial entities to do work. This leap stemmed from the recognition that broadcasting presented an unprecedented problem for every nation: how to best utilize the scarce radio spectrum. There was an understanding that the emerging commercial media system, even at its very best, had inherent flaws—what in Chapter 2 we term externalities—that could be damaging to a self-governing or humane society. In combination, concerns about these factors inspired the belief that it was not just a right but a duty of citizens in a democratic society to subsidize and promote viable nonprofit and noncommercial  broadcast media. We believe this principle holds true today for the Internet, and it holds true specifically for journalism.

Few Americans are aware of the rich history or traditions that encompass “public-service broadcasting.” The term refers to nonprofit, noncommercial broadcasting directed at the entire population and providing a full range of programming. When it works as it should, public broadcasting is accountable to the citizenry, has strict independence from the dominant political powers and does not rely upon the market to determine its programming. Such a setup presents a difficult problem, although not an insurmountable one, for a free society, because it allows the state possibly to control media content far more than classical liberal theory would countenance. In authoritarian political systems, public broadcasting quickly becomes little more than state propaganda. Managing a viable public-broadcasting service can be difficult in a democracy, but the international experience shows that it can be done quite well. What is needed, as always, is a political commitment to make it happen.

The international record shows that the journalism produced by public-broadcasting services in many industrial nations is more independent of the government in power than commercial journalism.54 Moreover, as we discussed at the end of Chapter 1, comprehensive international research demonstrates that those nations with high-quality public-broadcasting systems—e.g., Britain, Denmark and Finland—tend to have more knowledgeable and engaged citizenries. Not surprisingly, nations with significant and well-funded public-broadcasting systems tend to have considerably less information inequality along class lines than the United States, where public broadcasting has been starved financially and constrained structurally.55

Chart 1 demonstrates the per capita expenditures for public broadcasting in the United States compared to several other leading nations.

In most democratic nations of the world, a significant section of the spectrum is devoted to nonprofit (and usually noncommercial) radio and television. The most notable example in the English-speaking world is the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). These channels have proven to be successful and have maintained audiences well into the multichannel TV and Internet eras. They are demonstrating that public media can move their operations significantly to the Internet. And in so  doing they are forcing newspapers and commercial broadcasters that “go digital” to do it better.57
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Unfortunately, the United States is not enjoying the informational and social benefits that come with a strong public-broadcasting system. The American commitment to public media has been extraordinarily weak compared to nearly all other industrial nations.58 To put the matter in context, federal spending by the U.S. government on public media is $409 million in the 2009 budget. If the United States spent at the same per capita level as Canada, our federal commitment would be $7.5 billion; if we paid at the same per capita level as Britain, our federal commitment would be $24 billion; if we paid at the same per capita level as Denmark or Finland, our federal commitment would be $30 billion annually. With that type of budget, public and community broadcasters could have multiple, high-quality newsrooms in nearly every midsize community in the nation, and even more in major metropolitan areas. (Beyond journalism, such budgets would provide an enormous spur to audiovisual production. In Europe, a huge and impressive variety of programming that is beneficial to society but that would never pass commercial muster has been produced as a result of these subsidies.59)

This leads to the obvious question: Why is public media so weak in the United States compared to nearly every other democratic nation?

The main reason is that proponents of public broadcasting in other nations were able to get their systems established before commercial broadcasters had achieved dominance over the airwaves. The defeat of the broadcast-reform movement in 1934 quashed the hope for this caliber of public broadcasting in the United States. At the time, commercial broadcasters argued that few people would listen to their stations if they had access to advertising-free stations with quality entertainment—which they conceded that people wanted—so it was unfair to allow public broadcasting to exist and thereby undermine commercial broadcasting.60

The U.S. government did establish extremely well-funded noncommercial broadcasting services in the 1940s and beyond, but they were directed abroad. Indeed, the deal made with the commercial broadcasting industry was that those services—Voice of America, Armed Forces radio and television, Radio Free Europe—would not be accessible in the United States. The explanation was that explicit government propaganda should be restricted to foreigners, but a clear concern for the commercial broadcasters was that the American public not be exposed to well-funded noncommercial fare.61

In the late 1960s, the commercial broadcasting lobby finally relented, and a national public radio and television service started. But it was not a BBC type of operation, providing a full range of noncommercial programming to the entire population. The plan for what became the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) and National Public Radio (NPR) did not call for such a system—the commercial dominance of the airwaves was a given—but rather for a broadcasting service that concentrated exclusively upon providing the public-service programming that commercial stations were not delivering. The commercial broadcasters laid first claim to popular programming—the big games, popular entertainment and variety shows—and public broadcasters were left with programming that had less immediate audience appeal.

At its best, as envisioned in the Carnegie Commission reports that helped birth the system, U.S. public broadcasting was seen as producing cutting-edge political and creative programming that commercial broadcasters  found unprofitable and serving poor and marginalized audiences of little interest to advertisers.62 As Senator Hugh Scott of Pennsylvania said during the congressional debates on the matter in 1967, “I want to see things on public television that I hate—things that make me think!”63

In the opinion of the original Carnegie Commission, this was to be a well-funded service based on an excise tax on the sale of TV sets that would eventually reach 5 percent; this money would be placed in a trust fund over which politicians would have no direct control.64 When the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 was passed, this key element of the Carnegie plan was dropped. Had it been fully implemented, public broadcasting would enjoy an annual subsidy approaching $4 billion in 2009 dollars—still dramatically less than the subsidies of Canada and other developed nations, but almost ten times more than is now available.65

The Carnegie Commission vision was doomed from the start when the independent funding mechanism was sabotaged. When PBS broadcast muckraking programs such as 1970’s Banks and the Poor, the realization that television could question the economic status quo—as opposed to merely cheerlead on its behalf—sent politicians who supped at the table of special interests into a tizzy. President Nixon vetoed the public-broadcasting budget authorization in 1972 to express his displeasure.66

In response, the American Civil Liberties Union produced a 55-page report that accused the Nixon administration of attempting to “intimidate” and “starve” public broadcasting in what was described as “a cynical exercise in White House manipulation of a communications medium that threatens to reduce the medium to even worse pap than commercial television’s diet.”67 The Democratic Party platform that year declared, “We should support long-range financing for public broadcasting, insulated from political pressures. We deplore the Nixon Administration’s crude efforts to starve and muzzle public broadcasting, which has become a vital supplement to commercial television.”68

PBS eventually did get funding, but the pattern of keeping public broadcasting on what the ACLU described as a “starvation diet” was established, creating a circumstance that “would leave national public affairs programming in an advanced state of poverty” while continuing to “leave the medium at the mercy of politicians.”69 Public broadcasters had received a clear signal: be careful in the coverage of political and social issues and expect resistance if you proceed outside the political boundaries that exist in commercial broadcast journalism.

U.S. public broadcasters were consigned to generate programming for which there was only a small audience; so members of Congress concluded that an underutilized service (with little popular support) did not need a lavish budget. Public broadcasters rarely dared to schedule prime-time entertainment programs with mass appeal. Such shows would have helped develop the broad audiences and public support that European public broadcasters enjoyed. But U.S. public broadcasters understood that such an approach was political suicide; the muscular commercial-broadcasting lobby would have complained to Congress that the government was subsidizing unfair competition, and thus interfering with the “free market.” Public broadcasters quickly realized they could count on the federal government for only a fraction of their budgets if they were to produce anything at all. They turned away from their original commitment to experimental programming and serving marginalized and poor audiences, and instead began cultivating an upper-middle-class sliver of the overall audience with business and high-culture programming. This tactic provided a solid base for periodic “pledge drives” as well as a political constituency that commanded respect in Washington. It also made public broadcasting increasingly attractive to advertisers—or “underwriters,” as they were euphemistically termed.

To be fair, public broadcasting has produced some exceptional programming over the years, and its record is all the more impressive in view of the scant resources with which it had to work. Had it been given the resources of a European public broadcaster, we’re patriotic enough to believe that U.S. public broadcasting would have equaled or surpassed the BBC. Even in its constrained circumstance, public broadcasting’s journalism content has been under the watchful eye of the political Right in the United States. Some conservatives use what little money Congress provides as leverage to badger public broadcasters to stay within the same ideological range found on commercial networks.70 These conservatives are convinced that reporters and hosts are unsympathetic to the Right’s ideological and political projects. Others are, in effect, obsessed  with public broadcasting because in it the traditional sources of control in commercial media—owners and advertisers—are absent, so a greater possibility exists that the public system will produce critical work. Milton Friedman called for subjecting public broadcasting to “market discipline.” 71 Soon after the Republican takeover of Congress in the 1994 elections, Speaker Newt Gingrich announced his plan to “zero out” public broadcasting due to its alleged liberal bias.

Ironically, while the conservative attacks on public media have created a rallying cry among some loud elements of the Right, they have never been embraced by the general population. Many conservatives like public broadcasting. In 1984, no less a conservative icon than Barry Goldwater decried cutting any government funding to public broadcasting. Goldwater argued that the rise of commercialism on public broadcasting “marks the end of the only decent source of broadcasting in this country.” 72 The Republicans dropped their plan to “zero out” public broadcasting in the 1990s, when Congress was flooded with public opposition, much of it from conservatives who, presumably, enjoyed watching Bill Buckley chat with Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher on the PBS program Firing Line.73

Despite the starvation diet and the political pressures imposed upon it, public broadcasting remains to this day immensely respected across broad sections of the population and is far more trusted by the public than any other branch of the news media, or the government itself, including the court system.74 What is ironic is that for nearly two decades commentators of all stripes have predicted the eventual demise of public broadcasting due to the emergence of multichannel television and the Internet. How can the public subsidize one or two measly channels, the argument goes, when there are thousands upon thousands of choices in the new media universe?

But with the digital revolution we need public media more than ever, and people still want it. After seven decades of “competition,” commercial broadcasters—and the broader commercial system—are the ones turning to narrowcasting to appease the ever-fickle advertisers obsessed with targeted demographics. It falls to public broadcasters to do in the United States what they have done in other industrial democracies for generations: serve as the medium of the entire country. The argument of choice for those who did not believe the United States needed well-funded public broadcasting was always that the service was unnecessary here, because the commercial media were doing such a bang-up job. So much for that theory, at least as far as journalism is concerned. It is the great crisis in journalism that is the main factor and concern driving this revolutionary transformation and revival of public broadcasting.

NPR has adapted to the collapse of commercial radio journalism by basically taking over the franchise, becoming indispensable as a result. NPR has doubled its national audience in the past decade, reaching 26.4 million listeners weekly.75 The same opportunity now awaits PBS, with the demise of commercial television journalism at the local level. It is imperative that it gets the funding and green light to proceed in that direction. Public stations already air candidate debates that commercial broadcasters neglect, taking elections and public-policy differences far more seriously than for-profit media. The next step is to write budgets that permit NPR and PBS stations to build and maintain strong newsrooms at the state and local levels. The funding should extend to community radio stations, public-access TV stations and low-power FM radio stations to the extent they engage in journalism. We need to recognize the value of multiple noncommercial newsrooms competing at the local level. No one thought a single monopoly commercial news station was satisfactory for the journalism needs of a community; the case holds as we rely increasingly on nonprofit newsrooms.

But the transformation of public media entails more than simply increasing the budget. It requires a new structure, and we support the call of Free Press for a White House Commission on Public Media to address this problem directly. Among other things, this commission needs to study how nations in Europe and Asia have produced well-funded and independent public-broadcasting systems. It also requires a formal commitment to journalism and public affairs as being the raison d’être of the institution. Public broadcasting will continue do a full range of programming, like public media worldwide, but its unique and vital role will be as an authoritative source of journalism in every community and nationwide.

We realize there is considerable criticism of the journalism that is produced by the public system. There are crucial exceptions, but too often public broadcasting has adopted a staid version of conventional professional journalism, with its over-reliance on people in power—still mostly wealthy white men—to set the agenda and range of legitimate debate.76 The plus side, and why NPR has blossomed in recent years, is that it avoids the tendency toward the sensationalism, triviality and idiocy of too much commercial TV news and it has nothing like the bombast of talk radio. In short, it regards people as if they are functionally intelligent. This is the benefit of being largely noncommercial and nonprofit. The downside is that too often it seems to be too comfortable with targeting its programming to an audience that is upper-middle class.

Public media journalism needs to get serious about becoming a news medium of relevance to poor people, minorities, the working class and young people. It has to return to its Carnegie Commission mandate and embrace controversy and dissidence. Going digital will give public broadcasters more capacity to serve diverse communities. Reimagining journalism along these lines would be made easier if “underwriting” were eliminated, hence removing much of the implicit pressure to regard the audience as well-to-do. It will also be easier when the funding is put on a more stable basis, and the ability of politicians to hector programmers about specific newscasts is lessened. That won’t eliminate pressures, as anyone who is watching the current wrangling over BBC funding and programming knows.77 But for all the frustrations across the pond, we would gladly trade our circumstance for Britain’s when it comes to public broadcasting.

The experience from abroad, and to some extent here in the United States, suggests to us that public radio and television can and will seamlessly transition to the Internet so that within a decade or two these institutions will be regarded by young people as primarily digital entities, with their broadcast roots becoming the stuff of trivia. Programming will adhere to the Web sense of timing, not the old broadcast schedule. This is the process being experienced by the leading democratic public broadcasters in the world, most notably the BBC.78

All of these changes will cost money, quite a bit of money. The fiscal challenge will be enhanced slightly if corporate underwriting is dropped,  as we believe must be the case. NPR and PBS stations received $106 million in corporate underwriting in fiscal 2009, a significant recession-induced drop from 2008.79 The cost of wooing corporations is too high for such a paltry return.80 Public broadcasting should be guaranteed an annual appropriation from the federal government equal, on a per capita basis, to half that of Canada, a nation with a credible public-broadcasting system that still spends much less than the European nations. Our plan would require an annual expenditure of roughly $3.75 billion in 2009 dollars. (Coincidentally, that is roughly the level of support intended for public broadcasting when it was formed in 1967. The good old days!)

Public stations would use the lion’s share of this money in the near-term to ramp up their commitment to local programming. In town after town, experienced reporters are unemployed, and public broadcasters would be wise to snap them up and take advantage of their expertise. The model for this “bridge” from old media to new is already being built in St. Louis, where more than a dozen laid-off St. Louis Post-Dispatch reporters are working from desks at the city’s public TV station, KETC, to cover the community for an online newspaper called The Saint Louis Beacon.81 The Beacon’s Web site attracts more than 25,000 unique visits each day. That’s not a bad “circulation,” and the reporters are chipping in as guests on public-broadcasting programs—helping to produce especially impressive coverage of the 2008 election on broadcast and digital platforms.

A similar project is developing in Seattle, where 20 refugees from the out-of-print Post-Intelligencer have gathered at the city’s public-television station, KCTS, to begin producing The Seattle PostGlobe, an online newspaper.82 “We were doing some strategic planning at the station, looking at what public media will become, and that coincided with the closing of the paper,” explains KCTS president Moss Bresnahan. “We called some of our contacts at the P-I and started actively exploring how to find a viable business model to support an in-depth, integrated multimedia site.”83 They haven’t found the model yet. Bresnahan talks about “national foundations, local foundations and concerned citizens” as prospects for tapping—and the Knight Foundation has already coughed up $90,000 for The Saint Louis Beacon.84 But if public and community broadcasting are going to truly stock newsrooms at the  local level and become world-class, it will require steady sources of real money. Indeed, subsidies are essential to any serious effort to move journalism from old media platforms to new ones and to maintain it upon arrival. We turn to that in the next section.




Unleashing the Internet

The response of many casual observers of the crisis in journalism is to presume that the Internet will solve the problem, as long as the government stays out of the way. Good old Yankee ingenuity and free-market competition will lead to innovation, the theory goes, with solutions sure to follow. There’s every reason to be enthusiastic about the democratic and revolutionary potential of digital technologies for journalism, but as we explained in Chapter 2, technology is not going to magically solve all our problems.

The starting point for any notion of the Internet as the solution to the challenge of producing a democracy-sustaining media is that the system must be ubiquitous and it must be open. That means that policies will have to be put in place to assure universal and inexpensive access to broadband. The dominant commercial interests have already demonstrated that this is not a high priority for their business model. Journalists and citizens need to recognize that it is a joke to talk about the Internet as democracy’s “information superhighway” if tens of millions of Americans are steered onto digital dirt roads, or not allowed—for economic and technological reasons—to travel at all.

It is equally imperative that “network neutrality” be made the law of the land. This requires that internet service providers (ISPs) treat all Web sites equally and not play favorites, intrude on user privacy or exercise censorship. In a largely duopolistic or monopolistic ISP marketplace, this is a mandatory requirement.85 Unless there is formal network neutrality, freedom of speech and freedom of the press are conditional online. Exhibit A for what it means to have a closed Internet came in June 2009, when the Iranian government demonstrated how technology and techniques (not entirely unlike what U.S. ISPs have been developing) can be used to censor and monitor Internet traffic.86 We cannot overemphasize how important a ubiquitous and open Internet, with guaranteed privacy,  is to anyone’s vision of a free press or free speech in the future. Without it, nothing else is possible. To formally enshrine network neutrality, Rep. Edward Markey, Democrat of Massachusetts, and Rep. Anna Eshoo, Democrat of California, introduced the Internet Freedom Preservation Act of 2009. Its passage would be a monumental victory. Still, a ubiquitous and open Internet will not automatically produce rich and robust journalism; it is only a necessary precondition.

The proposals we have already laid out in this chapter would go a long way toward filling cyberspace with a deep and rich layer of journalism, far greater than exists at present. This would be tremendous grist for citizen journalists and bloggers to work with as they critique and develop news stories. At the same time, a great deal of innovation and promise remains unfulfilled. In Chapter 2, we chronicled the plight of online journalism, with its wealth of talented people and brilliant ideas and its poverty of resources. Even our best reporters and writers are having a hard time making a living online, and those that are able to get by must continually please funders and advertisers. There is no reason to expect this to change in the foreseeable future.

This brings us to the third core policy initiative we propose: the creation of a funding mechanism to spawn viable independent Internet journalism. The trick is to provide ample funding but not to have the government control the allocation of the funds or create a bureaucracy that doles out funds to its preferred media. We need a system that is competitive, accountable and open to innovation. Advertisers and foundations are not up to the job, and the idea of converting computers into vending machines is unappealing and impractical.

So what policy solution is there?

The strongest proposal we have seen has been developed by the economist Dean Baker and his brother Randy Baker over the past decade. Our proposal embellishes their core concept. We call it the “Citizenship News Voucher.” The idea is simple: every American adult gets a $200 voucher she can use to donate money to any nonprofit news medium of her choice. She will indicate her choice on her tax return. If she does not file a tax return, a simple form will be available to use. She can split her $200 among several different qualifying nonprofit media. This program would  be purely voluntary, like the tax-form check-offs for funding elections or protecting wildlife. A government agency, probably operating out of the Internal Revenue Service, can be set up to allocate the funds and to determine eligibility—according to universal standards that err on the side of expanding rather than constraining the number of serious sources covering and commenting on the issues of the day. This will lessen attempts at fraud; after all, nobody wants to mess with the IRS.

This funding mechanism is the centerpiece of our policy recommendations, and we mean for it to apply to public, community and all other nonprofit broadcasters and the new generation of post-corporate newspapers as well as Internet upstarts. For a medium that is not a post-corporate newspaper or a public broadcaster to be eligible, it would have to be a not-for-profit, although that can assume a number of legal constructs, including 501(c)(3) or cooperative structures. The medium must do exclusively media content; it cannot be part of a larger organization or have any non-media operations. Everything the medium produces must be made available immediately upon publication on the Internet and made available for free to all. It will not be covered by copyright and will enter the public domain. (This would allow, for instance, a digital outlet to sell a print version of its work.) The government will not evaluate the content to see that the money is going toward journalism. Our assumption is that these criteria will effectively produce that result, and if there is some slippage so be it.

Qualifying media ought not, in our view, be permitted to accept advertising; this is a sector that is to have a direct and primary relationship with its audience. These media can accept tax-deductible donations from individuals or foundations to supplement their income. By banning advertising from public media and this new Internet sector, the pool of advertising that exists can be divvied up between newspapers and commercial media, especially commercial broadcasters. In our view, this will give commercial media a better crack at finding a workable business model.

We would also suggest that for a medium to receive funds it would have to get commitments for at least $20,000 worth of vouchers. This will lessen fraud and also require anyone wishing to establish a medium to be serious enough to get at least 100 people to sign on. (In other words,  you can’t just declare yourself a newspaper and deposit the voucher in your bank account.) There will be some overhead and administration for the program, but it will not require a large regulatory body like the FCC.

So what will the Citizenship News Voucher program generate? It will have two objectives. First, it will be a means for public media organizations to dramatically increase their funding. Imagine a public TV station or a post-corporate newspaper in a metropolitan area of 1 million people managed to get 50,000 of them to donate half of their Citizenship News Voucher to the station. That would be $5 million. That goes a long way toward staffing a quality newsroom. It also means that public and community broadcasters will have to earn their support beyond the “half of Canada” base they are guaranteed.

Second, the voucher system would provide a way for Web-journalism services to become self-sufficient and even have the funds to hire a significant number of full-time paid workers. Imagine a Web site in the blogosphere right now covering national politics that produces some great content and has hundreds of thousands of regular visitors, but it depends upon low-paid or volunteer labor and praying for advertising crumbs or donations for revenue. Now the Web site goes formally nonprofit, stops obsessing over advertising crumbs and appeals directly to its readers for their vouchers. Imagine this Web site getting 20,000 people to steer their vouchers into its accounts. That is $4 million, enough to have a well-paid staff of 50 full-time journalists as well as ancillary staffers. Consider what a Web news service could do with that. And then start thinking about how motivated the reporters and editors would be to break big stories, maintain high quality and keep attracting the vouchers.

Or imagine you live in a city with deplorable news coverage of your community or neighborhood, as more and more Americans do. If someone starts a local news medium and gets 1,000 people to give her group their vouchers, that provides a nice start-up budget of $200,000. For that money a group can have several reporters covering their turf, and build up a real following. Recall Kate Giammarise and Angie Schmitt, who launched the Web site rustwire.com after being laid off from their jobs as newspaper reporters in Toledo. Think what the Citizenship News  Voucher program could mean for Kate and Angie. It could determine whether they make their careers in journalism or in some other field.

The benefits of the Citizenship News Voucher program are many. For instance, it gives the foundation community a coherent and necessary role to play. Rather than see themselves as being hit up in perpetuity to cover the operating costs of various Web-journalism ventures, foundations can do what they do best: they can help launch new ventures, fund them for three to five years, and then see if there is popular support for the venture in the form of Citizenship News Vouchers. In this model, philanthropists have much greater incentive to put money into journalism, because there is a way for their grants to lead to self-sustaining institutions.

This strategy also allows newcomers to enter the fray and hence encourages innovation. A group can raise start-up funds from donations or philanthropy, get started, and then appeal directly for voucher support. It produces intense competition because a medium cannot take its support for granted. It rewards initiative and punishes sloth. It is democratic because rich and poor get the same voucher. And the government has no control over who gets the money. It is an enormous public subsidy, but it is a libertarian’s dream: people can support whatever political viewpoints they prefer or do nothing at all. We won’t try and predict how effective the Citizenship News Voucher program would be. In a very real sense, the answer has to come from citizens and journalists, which is exactly as it should be.

What we do know, however, is that this approach will give public and community media as well as post-corporate newspapers an incentive to earn their support not from investors and advertisers but from the people they are trying to reach. And we also know that every struggling new online journalism outfit we talk to would love to have an opportunity to compete for these funds. We have never explained the concept—in newspaper, radio and television interviews; in speeches and at forums—without being overwhelmed by the practical questions, vibrant ideas and enthusiasm that it sparks among journalists and citizens. That makes complete sense to us, as the voucher system rebuilds the lost link between journalists and the communities that sustain their journalism. That connection, we believe, is necessary to reestablishing bonds of trust between producers and consumers of journalism that were broken by decades of top-down, one-size-fits-all media strategies that were developed not to inform citizens but to enrich investors.

The Citizenship News Voucher would, we suspect, serve as an evolutionary force in journalism. Within a few years of the program’s development, we anticipate, the American people will have gravitated to the media they wish to see in place. The people will determine which institutions survive and thrive, which strikes us as both healthy and democratic. And, as long as people disagree, the systems that develop will be far more diverse in their viewpoints and perspectives than anything Americans have seen since the development of the commercial system 150 years ago.

For this program to be accepted it will require two conditions that will be hard pills for some to swallow. First, people will have to accept that some of the vouchers are going to go to media that they detest. The program requires that Americans embrace dissent in reality and not just rhetoric. Second, the program may not develop exactly the type of journalism our greatest thinkers believe is necessary. The plan requires that there be faith in the judgment of the American people. This is a risk we are more than willing to take—operating on a gut instinct that people will use their vouchers to fund serious media while reaching into their pockets to pay for copies of The National Enquirer at the supermarket checkout.

The annual cost to taxpayers of the Citizenship News Voucher initiative would depend upon the percentage of Americans who participate in the program. If, say, it proved wildly popular and 50 percent did so, the tab could run in the range of $20 billion.

As Dean Baker puts it, this is an economic model that recognizes in the Internet era that old-fashioned media economics no longer work. You can’t produce a digital product, take it to market and sell it. And you can’t get advertisers to bankroll your operation. The rational policy solution is to give media producers—journalists—money up front, and then make what they produce available to all for free online. It will fill the Web with large amounts of professional-quality journalism, and provide a genuine independent journalism sector to complement post-corporate newspapers, public media and  a retooled commercial news media. Those will be the four legs of our new media table.

Ultimately, the legs may be rearranged. More weight may go on one than another. Journalists may flee commercial media and start nonprofit Web sites. Post-corporate digital newspapers might be displaced by public-media Web sites. A new generation of Web-savvy editors might leap from medium to medium, perhaps creating journalistic platforms that we cannot yet imagine. The twists and turns are inevitable and should be welcomed rather than feared. If there are sources of funding, journalists will innovate and the people will decide what works. The possibilities are endless, and endlessly democratic.




Funding Journalism

As we have presented these ideas to individual journalists and journalism groups, to community organizations and congressional panels over the course of 2009, we have noted that, regardless of how folks respond to specific measures, they are almost uniformly inclined to inquire about the cost of these subsidies. And when we mention it, there is at least initial sticker shock. By our rough calculations, the total price tag for what we propose—postal subsidies; journalist tax credits; News AmeriCorps; student media; public media; and especially Citizenship News Vouchers—could run as high as $35 billion annually. That’s darned near inconceivable in a nation that has battled over whether to spend a paltry $400 million on public broadcasting.

But let’s put this in context: $35 billion is close to what the much smaller nations of Finland and Denmark spend in the form of media subsidies on a per capita basis, and is considerably closer than what we currently spend to the levels seen in Britain or Japan. Finland and Denmark are nations with high civic literacy, astronomical rates of voter participation and vibrant free commercial media in addition to the subsidized sector. They rank near the top on any list of the wealthiest and freest nations in the world, with superb protection of civil liberties, and with low levels of economic inequality and government corruption.87 These guys just might be on to something.

There is no foolproof way to make a comparison, but our sense is this level of spending would be similar to the U.S. government’s commitment to subsidizing journalism in the first half of the 19th century. For example, had the federal government in 2008 devoted the same percentage of the Gross Domestic Product to press subsidies as the federal government did in the early 1840s, it would have spent some $30 billion to spawn journalism.88

We know that comparisons across 160 years are difficult, but this figure points to something we have emphasized in this book: the U.S. government from its birth and for its first several generations was devoted first and foremost to creating a viable media so people could effectively engage in self-government. This was a revolutionary contribution to democracy and world history. At the same time, European national governments were primarily engaging in military operations, and raising money to pay for war, as was the U.S. government aside from its massive commitment to subsidizing democracy.89 No other government on earth approached the American commitment to supporting the press at this time. This devotion was seen again in the aftermath of World War II, when Generals Eisenhower and MacArthur and their staffs expended energy and resources in dangerous times to create new, democracy-sustaining media systems in formerly fascist Germany and Japan. That is the sort of commitment we need today. And if we accept this as a legitimate motivation, then $35 billion is anything but a daunting number.

The United States spends, when interest and hidden costs are taken into account, roughly $1 trillion annually on the military.90 Chalmers Johnson makes a powerful argument that we could take a substantial portion of that money and spend it on non-military projects, with the ironic benefit of making the United States and the world a safer place.91 Consider what we get for war spending at present and consider what we would get from spending $35 billion—just 3.5 percent of the military expenditure—on creating vibrant independent news media. Who knows? We might even get the information that’s needed to avoid a few wars.

These points notwithstanding, when expensive government programs are proposed the immediate questions are, “How are you going to pay for it?” and “Where do you plan to locate the money?” We would like to  believe that the importance of journalism is such that our government would simply make it a mandatory expense and allocate the money that is needed. This is the standard used for military spending and for bailing out bumbling financial institutions that have supposedly grown “too big to fail.” No one dares stop the government from purchasing an expensive weapons system, for example, with the demand that the government raise taxes proportionately to cover the new costs. It is simply accepted that the importance of national defense makes such debates secondary concerns. The money must be spent and we will worry about where it comes from later.

In our view, journalism qualifies for this status as well, since the American governing system and our economy cannot prosper, or perhaps even survive, without a credible news media. What we propose would give the United States the basis for an extraordinary, diverse and competitive news culture, plus there would still be as much of a commercial news media as the market could bear. But, alas, that is a difficult argument to make today, if only because journalism does not have powerful defense contractors, financial interests and a skilled public-relations industry lobbying on its behalf. Ironically, even journalists tend not to advocate on behalf of journalism.

There is a good reason, though, for advocates of the journalism subsidies we propose to address the issues of where the money comes from. They should do so because a free press system should have its funds protected from direct inference by the government. One look at how politicians have messed with public broadcasting should make that case clearly enough. In addition, it is important that the funds that go to Citizenship News Vouchers come from a dedicated fund generated for that purpose. Otherwise some people will understandably say, “Hey, give me my $200 back to spend as I please.” This way people are given the privilege of allocating funds generated from sources other than federal income taxes, and if people elect not to exercise their privilege to use a voucher, the funds remain in the account.

The United States can and should establish a distinct Citizenship Media Fund. And we should aspire to a larger fund that can pay for the balance of the journalism subsidies, as well. A sound argument can be  made that the appropriate way to locate the funds would be to increase tax rates on the wealthy and corporations to where they were in the 1950s and 1960s. Were the United States to do that, more than enough money would be freed up to pay for everything we propose—and we’d get the added bonus of introducing greater fairness to the tax code. But, alas, raising taxes on the wealthy and corporations is very difficult in the United States for reasons that ought to be self-evident by now, and that are intricately related to the state of our news media, as we discussed in Chapter 1.

Who should pay, then? There are two groups that are logically called upon to subsidize nonprofit and noncommercial media. These are the commercial interests that benefit from being granted privileges in media by the government, and the people who use the media and should therefore be willing to pony up to subsidize noncommercial content. On principle, we lean more toward taxing those who enjoy the greatest privileges rather than consumers, since a progressive tax on the wealthy is invariably fairer and more functional than a regressive tax that falls disproportionately upon low- and middle-income people.

With that in mind, we have located several possible sources of revenue to fund the Citizenship News Vouchers, and possibly the entire journalism program. We offer them here not so much in the form of a budget as for the purposes of illustrating where the money might be found.

1. Tax on broadcast spectrum. Commercial radio and television broadcasters are given monopoly rights to extremely lucrative spectrum at no charge. This has been a massive public subsidy of commercial broadcasting. In return, in theory, the commercial broadcasters are ostensibly broadcasting in the “public interest”; i.e., doing something they would not do if they were purely profit-maximizing firms. The National Association of Broadcasters, the trade association of the commercial broadcasters, places the value of this public-interest work by commercial radio and television broadcasters at more than $10 billion in 2008.92 Most consumer and public-interest groups place the figure much closer to zero. Much of consumer activism for the past 60 years has been attempting to get the commercial broadcasters to actually do public-interest programming. A key part of that has been public affairs and journalism.

It is time to end this fight. We take the NAB at its word that it produces $10 billion annually in public service. We have good news for them: they can stop doing so, and return to what they have always done best: maximize their profits. In exchange, the government will tax the revenues the broadcasters generate from their spectrum at a rate of 7 percent. The commercial broadcasters are in the process of locating lucrative new revenue streams from their spectrum, and the public should get a cut of the action. We anticipate in the not-so-distant future annual funds in the $3 to $6 billion range. If the commercial broadcasters don’t like the deal, they can return their monopoly broadcast licenses to the government or sell them. But they will probably be delighted to be relieved of the onerous public-interest obligations. By their calculations, they will come out ahead with our proposal.

We hope that commercial television broadcasters continue to produce news programs, though indications are that they are just a year or two behind newspapers on the gangplank. Were their newsrooms more substantial, it might be worth an effort to salvage them, as with newspapers. If commercial broadcasters continue to do news, it will be for the same reason they have done it in the recent past and the same reason corporate newspaper publishers remain in the business: to make money. We wish them luck.

2.Tax on consumer electronics. This is a long-standing model for supporting noncommercial content. The notion is that people who pay for consumer electronics also put some money toward paying for quality noncommercial content to be accessed on that equipment. A German household with a TV and DVD player pays as much as $280 per year to support public media by this system. The initial Carnegie Commission suggested an excise tax of 5 percent on television sets, which would be below the rate Germans, for example, are accustomed to paying. If we put the tax on consumer electronics at 5 percent, it would generate $4 billion annually.93

3. Spectrum auction tax. The government has been auctioning off valuable spectrum to commercial communication firms for many years. There are going to be more auctions in the next decade. There should be a tax on the auction sales prices, with the proceeds going to the public-media  pot. It is impossible to predict this flow in advance, but it is not likely to be as large a pot as any of the other sources.

4. Advertising taxes. Advertising has a privileged role in our media and our economy. Much of our broadcast spectrum has been turned over to its dissemination, for example. If we placed a 2 percent sales tax on advertising, it would generate in the range $5 to $6 billion annually. Most people do not realize that businesses can deduct the cost of advertising from their taxable income. Merely changing the ability of businesses to “write off” all of their advertising as a business expense in one year, and extending it to a five-year write-off, could generate another $2 billion per year. This makes sense because much of advertising is about brand building and having influence beyond a single year. It should be treated accordingly by the IRS.

5.ISP-cell phone tax. The principle here is the same as with consumer electronics. Consumers pay a small tax on their monthly ISP-cell phone bills and they fund content to access on their digital services. A tax of 3 percent on the monthly fees would net $6 billion annually.94 This is not a source of funds to be encouraged because demand for these services is what economists call “elastic,” meaning a slight price rise will cause many people, almost always low-income, to drop the service.

The above revenue streams could generate as much as $25 billion annually. We readily accept there maybe superior alternatives. We offer these specifics with the intent of illustrating that there are effective ways to solve the revenue puzzle. And, it bears repeating, merely returning to a tax structure for business and the wealthy similar to that of the 1950s to 1970s would instantly produce the necessary amount of revenue—and then some.




Conclusion

Tom Paine wrote about the price of freedom in 1777: “Those who expect to reap the blessings of freedom, must ... undergo the fatigues of supporting it.”95

The privations of Valley Forge and the battlefields of the Revolutionary War were a good deal greater than what we ask our fellow citizens to  consider as today’s price of freedom. But, make no mistake, what is at issue here is a question of how free Americans will be in the 21st century.

In a democracy, an informed citizenry is not governed. An informed citizenry governs. This distinction is what makes democracy real, and what allows citizens to be free. If like the founders of the American experiment we believe that popular information and the means to acquire it allow us to avert tragedy and farce, if like General Eisenhower we believe that a free and independent press must be nurtured and sustained at every critical juncture, then surely we must recognize that the current crisis of journalism—and democracy—requires a response sufficient to the task.

Freedom comes with a price tag. Those who would conspire to be free do not fret about it. They do not haggle, hoping that liberty can be obtained on the cheap; or that, with a little less expenditure, they might get by with fewer (or “a couple fewer”) rights. They make the commitment, as Jefferson and Madison and their compatriots did at the opening of the American experiment. They pursue that commitment even when it requires creating new systems, new institutions and new understandings, as Eisenhower and MacArthur did in the heady days after World War II. It is that commitment, and that determination to pursue it, that we ask of Americans who would be not merely the consumers that advertisers seek but the citizens that the founders anticipated—Americans who believe that the knowledge that surely is power belongs to all.

This country can have great journalism in the 21st century, greater journalism than it has ever known. And from that can come a richer democracy and a truer freedom than we have yet experienced. But Paine was right. “What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly: it is dearness only that gives every thing its value.”96 Getting serious about journalism and democracy requires a recognition that America cannot wait for the market to spring a solution to the crisis of journalism upon us. We need to forge the policies and make the expenditures that are necessary to create the free and independent press that has always been and shall always be the guardian of liberty.






Conclusion

THE AGE OF THE Possible

This book takes as its elementary premise the certainty that President Barack Obama was right when he declared in May of 2009: “Government without a tough and vibrant media is not an option for the United States of America.”1 But we have argued that an understanding of the necessity of a “tough and vibrant media” is not a destination for policymakers but rather a point of embarkation. If government without watchdogs is not an option, then the question is begged: How do we assure that there will be watchdogs roaming the remade media landscape of the 21st century? And how do we assure that they will be up to the challenges of an era when the public and private powers that be have available to them a propagandistic arsenal so vast and sinister that it would have shocked the most ardent totalitarians of historian Eric Hobsbawm’s “age of catastrophe”?2 Those questions will not be answered with rhetoric—not even rhetoric that reasserts the most enlightened values of the American experiment—but with action.

The quality of that action will go a long way toward determining whether this will be another age of catastrophe, or whether it is one of those ages of the possible that Americans have historically seized upon to make real the promises of freedom and democracy.

It is with an eye toward prompting action that is at once transformational in scope and progressive in character that we have made six fundamental claims in this book. First, as the president suggests, a strong independent journalism is mandatory for the self-governing society envisioned by our founders and extended by the abolitionists, suffragettes and civil-rights campaigners of the past two centuries; in fact, in a restless time of economic and social turmoil such as ours, it is more necessary than ever. Second, the commercial system of journalism that has defined and dominated our discourse for the past 150 years has entered a rapid process of decline that will not be reversed. Third, the notion that free markets and new technologies will solve the problem and magically produce the commitment to journalism the nation requires is baseless. Fourth, the government has played an essential and enormous role at key points in American history by creating and subsidizing the news-media system. Fifth, the government needs to again play a creative and sustaining role, and soon, or the current crisis in journalism will only grow with consequences that are as frightening as they are entirely unacceptable. Sixth, there are viable strategies for the government to subsidize a free press without threatening America’s ardent and long-standing opposition to official censorship.

Journalists and academics—the authors of the first and latter drafts of history—always hope that the words and the evidence they marshal to support specific claims will be deemed convincing by readers. We are no different. But if that is as far as this book goes, we will be disappointed. This book is not written as a reflection on the zeitgeist. Rather, our purpose is to contribute to a radical shift in policymaking that will see the embrace of a necessary agenda of major policies and subsidies in the foreseeable future.

The final question we have to ask ourselves is whether the sort of reform we envision is politically realistic. Can the United States actually have a media revolution that would, in effect, begin the world again?

Here we cannot write with the same confidence that marked the four chapters of this book. But we can write with more than a little authority, as we have actively studied and engaged in media-reform politics for many years, and with at least a modicum of success.

The grounds for pessimism are ample and ever-present. We hear the comments every time we raise these issues, often from people who agree with us in principle, if not in spirit. They tell us that the commercial interests that dominate the news media have massive political lobbies and always get their way. They tell us that politicians and government officials have no incentive to generate a strong independent journalism, as they are the first beneficiaries of a euthanized watchdog. They tell us that the American people for the most part are apathetic and depoliticized, and that even the engaged few are so disappointed with our current news media that they cannot be rallied to the cause of journalism. Even if the inclination to act could be found, we are warned, the more pressing entanglements of economics and foreign policy will always take precedence—forever putting off until another day the work of democratic renewal.

The pessimism becomes paralyzing and self-fulfilling. It is unquestionably the greatest obstacle to fundamental and successful reform of our media system.

Yet, for all its power, the pessimism is in every meaningful sense bogus.

Perhaps pessimism would be credible—if still pointless—were we living in normal times. In normal times, the entrenched interests generally rule the roost and policy debates are tangential and of minimal interest to the general population. Corporate special interests can and do take advantage of general disengagement to carve up the pie behind closed doors, shaping government policies to their benefit. That is a challenge for democracy that ought not be underestimated, and that we have in our work over the years sought to address. But we have always recognized that the greatest openings for reform of any kind come at those moments where a collapse of the status quo and the ensuing chaos leads everyone to start talking about what to do.

That is the point we are at. National newsmagazines tell us “the crisis in journalism has reached meltdown proportions.” House and Senate hearings on the future of newspapers and journalism have already been held, and more are in the offing. Even the president is addressing the matter. And, most importantly, in cities across the country, in coffee shops and classrooms, church basements and union halls, citizens are talking  about the decline and in some instances the disappearance of publications they have known all their lives.

As observers of the American political discourse who have made it our mission to monitor and motivate debates about media, who know from frustrating experience how hard it is to get a serious discussion regarding these issues going in elite circles, we recognize that these are anything but normal times. We are in what we described in Chapter 4 as a “critical juncture,” a period in which the entrenched media interests are disintegrating and losing their power. This is due to a revolutionary technology that has undermined the old media business models, an exceptionally unstable economy and a reckoning that comes after years, even decades, of declining commitment to journalism. It is a perfect-storm moment. In historical instances of this nature, the range of alternatives grows dramatically broader; policies that were unthinkable suddenly move into play. People who normally pay no attention get drawn into the debate because the severe nature of the crisis and the broad range of possible outcomes attract their attention.

These media critical junctures grow ever more intense when they occur in conjunction with turmoil in the broader economic and social order. In times like these, as in the 1930s and 1960s, people begin to take a greater interest in journalism. It is no longer remotely optional. There is a recognition that journalism is necessary; that, indeed, it is required if democracy is to survive.

Citizens, so inspired, are dramatically more open to structural changes because it is so very clear that the society is not functioning as it should. There is reason to believe the United States is entering such an era of broader turmoil now, in view of the gravity of the social, environmental and economic challenges confronting the Republic and its people. In such moments, the hunger for credible journalism increases exponentially. People who were willing to put up with stories about Britney Spears shaving her head and Madonna adopting a child suddenly want to know everything that can be known about the accelerating process of deindustrialization that could leave them permanently unemployed, about a mortgage crisis that could leave them without a home, about a financial meltdown that sucked in their retirement accounts.

In the absence of a sufficient journalism, citizens will be inclined to demand more.

Make no mistake, our journalism—even before it was bought out, laid off, downsized and shuttered—was insufficient. Now, however, it is indefensible.

This creates the potential for the sort of “political prairie fire” moment that the rural radicals of the early 20th century celebrated, a point at which a citizenry that is suddenly engaged calls clearly and loudly for changes that will provide more and better journalism, and where there is at least a measure of willingness on the part of political elites to consider reforms that were previously off the table.3

That’s the definition of a critical juncture, and we welcome it. Unfortunately, merely having reached such a point does not guarantee positive change or a progressive outcome. Our friend Tony Benn, the British parliamentarian and former government minister who looks back on a life in which he met Gandhi as a precocious anticolonialist, fought the Nazis as a young man, joined the transformational Labour Party governments of the postwar era, imagined and embraced the digital age as Britain’s minister of technology, identified and battled the rising ideological tides of neoliberalism and neoconservatism and remains an ardent campaigner in his mid-80s, always reminds us of the lessons of history in this regard:The global economic turbulence of the 1920s and 1930s gave us Franklin Roosevelt, and we are thankful for that, but it also gave us Mussolini, Hitler and the fascist and totalitarian regimes and movements of that era. It was clear that nations needed to act, but that did not mean that they acted in consort. There were moves to the left, lurches to the right. Chaos and crisis produce change. The reason that we must be more active in turbulent times, more serious and determined, is because we know that change is in the offing but that we must make it a good change.4





Fast forward to this moment and think about where the downsizing and shuttering of newspapers, the disappearance of radio news, the withering of television news and all the other collapses of the underpinnings of contemporary journalism might leave us. In the absence of commercial  media institutions with the capacity and the authority to hold the powerful to account, information about our political and governmental processes could become exceptionally disorganized. Surely, blogs and public media would attempt to fill the void, and some aggregators might do an especially good job of it. But don’t doubt that in so unstable a moment the elites might decide to meet the demand for information in a manner that serves their needs more fully than the commercial media that is now collapsing did; after all, they have the resources and access to brilliant new technologies. It is easier than ever to package information in appealingly “newsy” forms and to distribute it. The penchant of the powerful to employ public-relations talent is well established, and the growth in marketed “news” has been exponential. We discussed the striking growth of PR—in direct relation to the collapse of journalism—in Chapter 1. So what’s to stop government agencies and big businesses from producing their own media—video news releases, “fake news” productions, have permeated our broadcast news in recent years, dressing up propaganda and marketing in a form that looks like independent reporting—in dramatically more insidious yet aggressive forms?5

We’re not worrying here about the clumsy propaganda of the past, which was so bumbling in presentation that it tended to remind people of precisely what they were not being told. We’re talking about detailed information packaged in attractive, usable forms that just happens to favor the interests of those doing the packaging. This would be the ultimate triumph of what Australian sociologist Alex Carey referred to as the dangerous “ideal of a propaganda-managed democracy,” where anything akin to a freewheeling journalism and the genuine democratic discourse that it fosters is replaced by official “messaging” and an equally official “debate” that is so constrained as to be meaningless.6 If information packaged by political and corporate elites were to become the dominant “news” sources for Americans—hardly an unimaginable prospect—there would still be critique. Bloggers would blog, activists would gripe. And conspiracy theorists would go wild, as they always do in such circumstances. It would be their Golden Age. Ultimately, those who choke on the strangled discourse would move to the extremes, creating polarization that is ever more volatile. And we might well revisit Eric Hobsbawm’s age of catastrophe.

It bears repeating that aspects of this dystopian turn are already evident. “Never before have we had so many tools to learn and to communicate,” writes Maureen Dowd. “Yet the art of talking, listening and ascertaining the truth seems more elusive than ever in this Internet and cable age, lost in a bitter stream of blather and misinformation.”7

Faced with the fact of a critical juncture, and the unsettling prospect that it could produce something worse than what we now have, the charge of democrats is clear. We must throw ourselves into the fight for something better. The opening exists for fundamental changes that will give us a greater journalism than we have ever known. We must seize it, with an understanding not merely of what is at stake but of what is possible.

In journalism history the first great critical juncture came in the revolutionary and constitutional era, when the need for a credible press led to the massive subsidies of the early Republic. The second great critical juncture came with the crisis surrounding monopolistic commercial control over news media in the first half of the 20th century; the solution to this crisis was the emergence of professional journalism. We are now deep into the third great critical juncture surrounding journalism.

The current crisis has been growing over the past three decades, although it has escalated since 2000. Some sense of the changing dynamic is indicated by the history of Free Press, the media-reform organization we cofounded with Josh Silver in 2002–03. When Free Press was launched, with the basic idea that citizens should have a voice in the crucial media-policy decisions that are made in the public’s name, but usually without the public’s awareness or informed consent, we were told, to be blunt, that we were insane. After all, for decades a small handful of earnest and dedicated media-policy activists had battled for the public interest with little impact and even less popular awareness or support. The accepted wisdom was that media reform was a nonstarter as a popular political issue. It would never, we were told, rank in the top 50 of anyone’s list of social or political priorities.

But we were not proceeding in normal times. Free Press exploded, organizing national conferences that attracted thousands, signing up more than 500,000 members and hiring 35 full-time organizers and staffers in just five years. Even in the unsympathetic political climate of Washington,  D.C., in the period of its initial development, Free Press was able to ally with groups that had traditionally been engaged with media issues and others that had never been so involved to win extraordinary coalition victories. These include the campaigns against media monopoly and government propaganda, and for public media and an open and uncensored Internet.8 In at least two of these campaigns, Free Press and its allies were able to mobilize millions of Americans. The Free Press experience has reaffirmed Saul Alinsky’s dictum: the only way to defeat organized money is with organized people. What Free Press also established was that media reform was an issue that could not only attract broad popular support, media reform roamed the ideological spectrum; nearly every major campaign gained support from those on the Left and the Right, as well as those with no discernible political philosophy or commitments.

Free Press was founded with the current crisis in mind. It was created to help lead the public-policy debates to reform and rejuvenate our system of journalism, to create a free press. That is what has driven public support for the group. So the public does not enter this critical juncture ill-equipped. At the same time, the forces of reaction are weakened. The strongest traditional opponents to media reform, the media corporations, are in an ambiguous position. Once-powerful newspaper chains and their investors are abandoning the field, having determined that journalism is no longer a smart investment. Even the most old-school of old-school journalists are stepping up to say, as did former CBS News anchorman Dan Rather recently, not only that “traditional journalism is under siege” but that media reform must be an “immediate national priority.”9 All of this makes the political challenge at least somewhat less daunting.

No, this does not mean that we’re anticipating a cakewalk. There are still those dead-enders who hold to the belief that any government involvement in fostering and maintaining free and independent news media is improper—they are the Colonel Nicholsons of Chapter 3, if you will. But these people are not the enemy; rather, they are true believers in a particular order who cling to its orthodoxies even as it collapses. The overwhelming majority of Colonel Nicholsons are principled and honest, and we are convinced that once they encounter the actual history of the government’s role in creating and sustaining American journalism in its  most vibrant era, and digest the consequences of doing nothing, they will abandon their dogma. Recall that in The Bridge on the River Kwai, Colonel Nicholson finally did recognize the folly of his ways, too, shortly before he was killed by the Japanese.

The great majority of Americans, including the journalists and politicians who are most deeply concerned about this issue, will be ready to consider some or even most of the radical interventions and policy shifts we propose for a very simple reason: the tepid and self-serving proposals advanced by old- and new-media fabulists fail to offer even remotely plausible solutions to the crisis. When it becomes “put up or shut up” time, people lose interest in tinkering around the margins and start looking for what might actually work.10 When this happens, the ideas we have outlined will move to the fore, as debates begin with the recognition—the essential recognition—that the magnitude of this crisis will require action by the government. Newsman Rather came to that conclusion in the summer of 2009, suggesting at an Aspen Institute event that President Obama should establish a White House commission on public media and independent reporting as part of a response designed “to help the slipping media and aid the new.”11 We do not doubt that others will soon be making the same demand.

Rather is not arguing that the government is the only answer, and neither are we. There are significant roles to be played by private enterprise, foundations and nonprofit organizations. But we no longer have any doubt that without the government providing subsidies comparable to what other leading democratic nations provide, and to what this nation routinely provided in its first century, the initiatives of these other actors will have limited effect. To be blunt, on their own they can achieve nothing more than the guy with the shopping bag standing in front of the tanks at Tiananmen Square. We can and should respect their determination, celebrate their ingenuity, perhaps entertain the fleeting hope for a miracle. But we cannot wait for the miracle. And we must not deceive ourselves into imagining that a real crisis requires anything less than a real response.

There are two critical constituencies that will not be immediately disposed to favor public policies and subsidies designed to nurture into  being a powerful and diverse independent news media. They are, as already mentioned, powerful politicians and government officials, on the one hand, and the corporate special interests they work with closely, on the other hand. It is pretty much an iron rule that the greater the authority of government executives, the greater their preference for operating in secrecy. This is true regardless of their party or their ideology. Legislators, too, prefer minimal public attention to their affairs, especially when we’re talking about affairs with special interests. This is one of the reasons an ideological conservative, General Douglas MacArthur, was so adamant about using the authority and resources of the U.S. military to establish an independent free press in Japan after World War II. MacArthur explained that it would be necessary to the development of an open and democratic society. This is why we believe that sincere political conservatives, with their innate skepticism toward the government, can and should be crucial actors in the campaign for journalism in the United States. We mention conservatives—and we’ll mention them again in a moment—because it is our view that a broad consensus will be developed in favor of reform, and that this consensus can overcome the uncertainty of individual representatives and caucuses about the need for congressional action.

In effect, we are betting on a renewal of the relationship between a majority of our elected leaders and their better angels, and we do not think this is an unreasonable expectation. Members of Congress have egos. They like the limelight. Whether they admit it or not, the gaggle of microphones, the favorable editorial, the interested interviewer is a part of what drew them to the public stage. As hometown newspapers shutter Washington bureaus—and stop showing up for town-hall meetings and forums in their districts—representatives and senators recognize that the democratic infrastructure is crumbling. Despite the usual skepticism about the elected, it is our experience that many members of the House and Senate sincerely worry about that crumbling. Yes, there are some autocrats in Congress. But there are also representatives of the people who are alarmed, not encouraged, by the disintegration of journalism in their districts and states in particular and the nation as a whole. They actually want to have a credible relationship between citizens and elected officials;  and they may even recognize that they need questions, challenges and pushes from savvy journalists to avoid making very big mistakes.

Our experience on Capitol Hill, which is considerable, leads us to believe that there are a sufficient number of honest players who will be receptive to sound arguments, especially if they are encouraged to do so by an avalanche of voters. We see the spring 2009 House Judiciary and Senate Commerce committee hearings on the crisis in journalism as evidence of this; indeed, the House committee even invited one of us to testify.12 In both the chambers, key players on relevant committees—Congressman John Conyers, a Democrat from Michigan, and Senator John Kerry, a Democrat from Massachusetts—have indicated that these hearings were the beginning of what they see as a serious search for real repairs. The Congressional Research Service released a report for members of Congress on the crisis with daily newspapers in July, which should serve to push debate and even legislation going forward.13

The action is not restricted to Capitol Hill. In his parting shot as Acting Chair of the Federal Communications Commission, Michael Copps circulated a “notice of inquiry” into the state of journalism in July 2009. Such notices begin the process that leads ultimately to changes in rules and regulations. Copps’ internal document on journalism specifically said the inquiry should address the role of media conglomerates and new media upon the state of journalism. Copps has been concerned about the decline of journalism, especially at the local level, for years. “How about journalism?” he asked in a speech in May 2009. “Will anyone figure out a business model to support in-depth, investigative journalism–or must we develop something completely new, perhaps based on philanthropy, non-profit models or public media?”14 His successor, Julius Genachowski, announced his support for the journalism inquiry upon assuming the chairmanship. “I have real concerns, as many Americans do, about what is going on in America with respect to newspapers, local news and information. It has been an area of ongoing interest at the FCC from the beginning. Local news and information has been a core pillar of the Communications Act and remains that,” Genachowski said in an interview. “I respect the leadership the commissioner has taken. The commission will be tackling this topic.”15

Federal Trade Commission Chairman Jon Leibowitz announced in May 2009 plans to launch a formal FTC study on the matter of “Can the News Survive the Internet Age?” The FTC examination, Leibowitz said, will be “much, much broader” than simply whether an antitrust exemption is needed. The agency will look into other reasons for the current problems. People in a democracy “need to be informed, and sources of news are enormously important. I think as we all know, [those sources] are incredibly embattled,” Leibowitz said. “We are going to have economists and journalists and bloggers and people from different parts of the news media, and we are going to think through [what is occurring] and what the future will look like and whether that future—which might be a handful of newspapers and [TV] networks that don’t have nearly as much reach as they once did and 5 million bloggers—is a good thing for American democracy.” The work will begin in December 2009 with the aim, among other things, of providing ideas for legislation. “We are going to invite a lot of smart people on different sides of this issue to educate us,” Leibowitz said. “This is a really important public policy issue, and we think we can add, as we have in a lot of other areas, an objective voice that can point industry or lawmakers in the right direction.”16

In short, there is already widespread attention to the crisis in journalism in Washington, attention of a sort that has never existed in the lifetimes of any Americans. The better angels are indeed emerging. There is every reason to believe this is the beginning of of a new era of reflection on not just the crisis of the journalism that was but the promise of the journalism that will be.

The barriers to reform that most concern us will be erected by powerful players who will be more difficult to address than elected officials. These are the well-funded and well-placed special interests, generally corporate, that benefit so massively from an ignorant and apathetic populace—and that would prefer to manage that ignorance and apathy to their own ends in a post-journalism future. As Paul Krugman notes, there has been a “vast expansion of corporate influence” over our political system over the past three decades, and, as a result, “reform of any kind has become extremely difficult.” “(T)urning this country around,” Krugman concludes, “is going  to take years of siege warfare against deeply entrenched interests, defending a deeply dysfunctional political system.”17

The last thing these corporate plutocrats want is a watchdog with sharp teeth that might bite into their bottom lines. The notion of a rich and diverse journalism engaging people from all walks of life and drawing previously discouraged and disenfranchised citizens into public life is anathema to these power players. They won’t speak honestly about why they really oppose federal policies and public subsidies that enhance journalism—at least not outside the boardrooms and country clubs. But they are more than capable of warping the debate with false premises and fear-mongering, and as such they are likely to be difficult adversaries.

Because the political Right has been so closely attached to these special interests in recent decades, this position is sometimes characterized as “conservatism.” It is nothing of the sort. Most rank-and-file conservatives we know are appalled by corruption and welcome a vibrant and dynamic journalism. That’s because they remain confident, like William F. Buckley, that their political ideas can win in a fair competition with other viewpoints. 18 They do not fear democracy. Indeed, at a time when they have lost control of the executive and legislative branches of government, they are among the loudest advocates for in-depth investigations and aggressive questioning of those in power.

The special-interest campaign against journalism, at least on its face, will as well be advanced by those dogmatic “free market” economist types who have for decades been telling us that government can’t do anything right, except, perhaps, organize wars, lock people up and manage prisons. As the debate about the future of journalism develops, we are already hearing from the most shameless of these fabulists about the infallible genius of free enterprise and the despicable nature of government. These are the people who have spent the past generation attacking the very notion of public goods. They are having a harder time peddling this line since the reckless deregulation mania their crackpot theories prescribed for the financial sector collapsed the global economy.19 Their political influence is at the lowest level it has been in at least a generation. But they retain a strong institutional half-life in academia and think tanks—owing in part to massive financial support from wealthy individuals and big business— and they will be in this fight. The threat that their ideas might face serious scrutiny from a more vibrant and diverse free press is one they will take seriously.

The interests that oppose journalism can also count on those loudmouthed propagandists who currently proliferate on commercial radio and cable television. These pundits thrive in an era where there is little actual reporting. They can provide their self-serving take on the day’s events as gospel “truth,” confident that their audience will rarely be exposed to news media where their often half-baked and opportunistic claims are exposed. This crowd will be certain to oppose reform, and distort the issues beyond recognition, because ignorance is their best friend—and because they make a lot of money spinning scary stories of blood-sucking taxmen, deadly Canadian health care and moderate Republicanism. Expect to see any call for public subsidies equated with direct government takeover of the editorial functions of all media, invariably leading to a totalitarian dungeon. You know, like in Britain and Denmark. Or the United States in the Jeffersonian and Jacksonian eras.

But if this is the best that the forces of reaction can do, we’re optimistic: If the crisis generates an open and honest debate, the cause of journalism will win. As a rule, we like to be in this position in a political fight. When people really are engaged, it is not so hard to turn the discussion from the tiresome repetition of old and discredited dogmas regarding government subsidies to the heart of the matter: what form should smart, democratically inclined subsidies take; and what sort of journalism institutions and practices are we going to make viable?

Don’t get us wrong. We have no illusions about the power of special interests in the United States. We know this is why, in debates over health care, it is so difficult to challenge the hegemony of the insurance industry. We know this is why military spending is off-limits as a political issue. We know this is why the very speculators who grew obscenely wealthy by wrecking our economy play a central role in drafting the proposals to reform the financial sector. We know this is why our tax code has reduced the burden placed on the wealthy and corporations for four decades.

But we also know this is why the battle for journalism is necessarily part of a broader struggle for democratic renewal. This is a fight that gets  beyond the narrow confines of standard policy debates. It’s not about just newspapers, by whatever definition they may attain in an era of reformation. Not just newsrooms, be they print or digital. Not just journalism. This is a fight about whether Americans will have available to them in the 21st century that intangible yet essential mix of honestly assembled information and sincerely advanced ideas that makes us something more than mere consumers, that makes us citizens. If it is true that knowledge equals power, then democratized knowledge—vital information made available to all, immediately and through multiple channels, from diverse perspectives, without compromise or apology—is what makes we the people powerful. And it is that power that sets us free, enabling us to be the masters of governments.

In the pursuit of what in other struggles and in other lands has been described as “people power,” all Americans who would topple the appalling corruption of our governing system can be united. It is to this end that we imagine Americans rising up, shedding the lethargies of manufactured consent and saying “No more.” And if we are right to believe that such a coalition will materialize, there is every reason to believe that it will prove as powerful as the unlikely alliance of plantation owners and freemen, shopkeepers and farmers, federalists and republicans who all bought copies of Common Sense and determined that, yes, “We have it in our power to begin the world over again.”20

In the course of the past year, as we turned our attention more and more seriously to the crisis of journalism, we came to truly understand what Paine meant with that phrase.

When our Nation magazine cover story, “The Death and Life of Great American Newspapers,” appeared in April 2009, we were not surprised by the overwhelming response from citizens, journalists and policymakers in the United States—although we were definitely heartened.21 What blew us away was the flood of e-mails, calls, letters and invitations from around the world. We had known that the crisis of journalism was a global phenomenon, and that, while things were certainly worse in some countries than others, serious democrats on every continent were worried. Our friend Aidan White, the general secretary of the International Federation of Journalists, says, “The capacity of media, of journalism, is under threat  around the world.”22 What we had not known was the extent to which journalists and policymakers around the world were watching the United States for a sense of how the crisis would be managed in the nation that exported both the ideal of a free press and the pathologies of a corporate mass-media system to so many countries. “It’s very important to a lot of people in other countries that we understand the U.S. experience, not just of what’s gone wrong but of what is being done about it,” explains Granville Williams, whose work with Britain’s Campaign for Press and Broadcasting Freedom inspired so much of our activism.23 Williams and other experts in global media do not look to America because they presume that this country has all the answers, especially when it comes to media policy. But they rightly recognize that the severity of the American media meltdown will require responses that are more immediate, and potentially bolder, than those seen in other countries. And, frankly, they’re casting about for ideas.

To our view, many of the best ideas come from countries other than the United States. This book has sampled liberally from them, urging Americans to borrow from the experience and wisdom of Canada, Britain, Denmark and all the other countries that have invested more aggressively and extensively in public media than has the United States; from the Scandinavian countries that have used subsidies to promote media competition and to assure that diverse ideas and ideologies have forums in which to communicate; from the Japanese newspapers and broadcasters that have maintained their long-term commitment to large newsrooms with substantial staffs of journalists as the essential building blocks of responsible and serious media. But we are more than ready to believe—perhaps because the crisis in the United States is more immediate and severe, perhaps because the United States has the right government at the right time, but mostly because the United States has a rich tradition of supporting meaningful journalism and a free and independent press—that our country could lead in a moment when everything we know about media is changing. The old order is collapsing, brought down by its own compromises and corruptions. There will be a new order, but it need not be a reflection of that which caused the crisis. We can grab what is good and necessary from the crumbling edifice— serious journalism, with its scope, skepticism and strength—and raise it up on a new platform that is freer, faster and fiercer in its determination to communicate the whole story to all the people.

America has been here before. We have responded in a time of crisis not with tinkering reforms but with revolution. And we have not merely rebelled; we made real the promises of the revolution by subsidizing and sustaining a free press, providing popular information and a means of acquiring it as the essential building blocks of democracy. Our deep history, our oldest experience offers the best antidote to the current crisis of journalism—and our best counsel to the anxious democrats of other countries. These are perilous times that we are going through. But America was founded in perilous times, and the wisest of our founders recognized that peril as opportunity.

Thomas Paine saw the struggle of his day as “not local, but universal.” He rejected the momentary relief of reform, arguing that posterity itself was “virtually involved in the contest, and will be more or less affected, even to the end of time.” He wanted a reformation that would toss aside that which had failed and establish the framework for that which could not fail. It was in this context, and with this understanding, that Paine declared on the eve of America’s first Independence Day, “The birthday of a new world is at hand. …”24

We take America’s first great journalist at his word. We believe that Americans still have it in our power to begin the world again. And we propose to use that power not merely to save journalism but to provide America—and the world—with a greater journalism than any of us has ever known.






Afterword

Thomas Jefferson and Patti Smith, a president and a rock star separated by two centuries and the great span of American history, came to a single conclusion about how progress is made in America. Jefferson made the case with his epic political pronouncements. Smith made the case in the lyrics to an anthem. But the message is the same: People have the power.

And that is as it should be. Indeed, that is as it must be.

Elected and appointed officials may have the authority to act, but citizens make them do so. And never has this calculus been more true than now. In an age of spin, polls and backroom power plays, the inclination to maintain a corrupt status quo, even in the face of overwhelming evidence of the necessity to change, is immense. Indeed, if we have learned anything during the remarkable journey we’ve been on since the hardcover edition of this book was published at the start of 2010, it is that policymakers, even the most well-intended policymakers, need more than a crisis in order to act. Rather, they need pressure, mass pressure from millions of citizens, and even then the pressure must be organized and consistent over time in order to bend the arc of history toward justice.

We know this is not a revelation. In fact, when we started writing about media issues fifteen years ago, we devoted much of our energy to arguing for the development of a mass movement to campaign for a more open, responsive, diverse and democratic media in America. In time, we cofounded an organization, Free Press, which has sought to build that movement in collaboration with hundreds of national and local grassroots groups across the country. We were always believers. But if there is  a difference between a “believer” and a “true believer,” our experiences of 2010 and early 2011 have moved us to the latter camp.

Let us explain because, we think, this may well be the most important insight that readers can take from this book . . . and from this moment.

We outlined the premises of this book at a point that now seems not two or three years but a generation ago. Barack Obama had been elected with the widest margin of any Democratic president since Lyndon Johnson and with the strongest Democratic majorities in the Congress that the party had enjoyed in decades. A palpable optimism had swept across large sectors of the population. Particularly among the young, the poor, people of color, gays and lesbians and members of the nation’s longbattered unions, there was a sense that—despite the worst economy since the 1930s—America was ready to turn the corner from the long dysfunction of the Clinton years and the long corruption of the Bush years toward a new era of social progress.

We did not have many illusions about Barack Obama, who we had covered and written about for years, interviewed and come to know as a cautious, generally centrist Democrat who, though more polished and elegant in his delivery, pretty much echoed the inside-the-beltway party line. And when Obama announced that he was appointing the likes of Rahm Emanuel, Larry Summers and Tim Geithner to top positions in his administration, that the United States was not heading anywhere near the new New Deal we thought the times demanded became quite clear.

With regard to media and journalism, however, we maintained a sense of possibility. We knew many of his advisers and appointees on communication issues, and in many cases they were smart and principled people. Obama campaigned on a policy of strong unconditional support for network neutrality, consistent enthusiasm for public broadcasting and opposition to monopolistic media mergers. In a manner that was rare for a public figure, he had also voiced in a forthright manner pointed concern about the crisis of journalism, recognizing the importance of having a credible free press. On virtually every media issue, it seemed, Obama got it. And he did not merely express his understanding in private sessions with advocates or with coded language that might be interpreted in his favor by both sides of the great debates over media policy. His speeches,  interviews and campaign materials, especially when it came to the net neutrality debate, outlined a commitment to advance policies that media reformers had developed and brought to prominence.

By 2009 and 2010 the profound nature of the crisis and the failure of the media system to provide any sort of plausible response received official attention among legislators and policymakers in a manner unprecedented in our lifetimes. Key committees in both the House and Senate held hearings. Thereafter, the Congressional Democratic Caucus commissioned an informal and preliminary investigation into the collapse of journalism. At the same time, both the Federal Trade Commission and Federal Communications Commission created high-level groups to examine the causes of the crisis in journalism with the stated purpose of identifying policy solutions. We formally testified both before congressional and FTC hearings and talked at length informally with the top researchers and staffers who had been assigned to advance these initiatives.

The immediate response to our arguments and research was positive, even from those not necessarily inclined to accept our conclusions and recommendations. The head of one of these studies, a no-nonsense insider with a long history of working with Congress and regulatory agencies, told us, “when we began we had a series of research questions to answer, and when we read your book we saw you had successfully answered all of them.” As winter turned to spring in 2010, we felt good; even if our conclusions were not embraced, the policymakers who had studied the matter with rigor and purpose were going to take seriously our evidence and arguments. Our goal, first and foremost, was to shift the debate away from the dead-end and bankrupt myths about American journalism history that existed, and it looked like we were succeeding.

The broader ground was shifting beneath our feet, however. Even as the interest elected officials and policymakers were showing in our work heartened us, reformers on any variety of social issues, who had gone into 2010 as optimists, were turning decidedly morose. As we conducted our national book tour from January to April 2010, demoralization became the order of the day. Among surprising numbers of the tens of thousands of people with whom we spoke, there was a general sense that a massive opportunity to enact progressive social change that would address the  deep problems the nation faced was being needlessly squandered. Even after winning two consecutive congressional elections decisively, with the White House and commanding margins in both the House and Senate and with the demographics of the nation moving decidedly to the left, the Obama Administration appeared unable or unwilling to come through on campaign promises that had overwhelming popular support—especially among the Democratic voting base. Worse yet, the president was pushing away allies—“Medicare-for-All” health reformers, antiwar campaigners, opponents of torture and the abuse of prisoners at Guantanamo—and dismissing suggestions that if he took strong positions he could rally a mass of supporters capable of influencing not only the nation but also the Congress to follow his lead. Instead, compromise was the order of the day, and it was in a manner that seemed to consist primarily of the Democrats pursuing the sort of pyrrhic “victories” that are achieved by caving on most of what matters to meet the demands of “swing” Republicans (and their corporate paymasters).1

The Obama Administration’s most damaging move in 2009 and 2010 was its acceptance of the central Republican claim that budget deficits were the main impediments to an economic recovery and that tax increases on corporations, billionaires and financial speculators would be counterproductive to economic growth, at least in the depths of a recession. We will not debate the merits of these positions here except to say they strike us as the same sort of supply-side nonsense that made the Great Depression far worse than it had to be. We will simply point out what should now be obvious to all: When Democratic administrations buy into these bromides, they render themselves incapable of achieving meaningful progress and often end up committing political suicide—as their failures to deliver both for base voters and the great mass of Americans fosters disengagement, disenchantment and, ultimately, a search for political alternatives.

The president’s decision to chant the deficit-deficit-deficit mantra changed the tenor of the discussion surrounding journalism. In 2009 we wrote about a major public subsidy in journalism as being an investment in democratic infrastructure, something that would pay for itself many times over in the course of time. When we brought up the subject of subsidies, we were describing an approach to fostering journalistic diversity and democratic renewal that the United States had employed with fantastic success during America’s first century and that virtually all other successful democracies in the world advance today. Despite its logic and despite its relatively minor cost when compared with other areas of federal focus, the weight of presidential submission crushed our argument. We were no longer within the range of legitimate debate; the option of massive infrastructure spending to grow the economy and plant seeds for a better future had been exhausted early in the Obama administration, and now, suddenly, we were being told even by those who agreed with us that there was simply no money left to do what was necessary for journalism and democracy. “But, um, isn’t America broke?” a student asked in Boston. “Yeah, how are you going to pay for your plans?” a much older voice barked out at the same lecture. “You can’t seriously suggest we raise taxes, can you?” We could explain with precision that America was a long way from broke. But who can argue when everyone in power—the president, the opposition party, the so-called “experts” and the big-media echo chamber—keeps belting out the message that there is no alternative to austerity . . . except for defense contractors, multinational corporations, billionaires and Wall Street speculators.

We are nothing if not flexible, however. So we adjusted our arguments to explain that, even without any new spending, important steps could be taken to address the journalism crisis. The U.S. federal government presently spends several billion dollars annually for public relations and public information workers in its various departments, especially the Defense Department.2 Some, perhaps much, of that work may have legitimate purposes, but some of it is intended to encourage journalists to report from a perspective that is at least sympathetic to the government line. In other words, taxpayer dollars are being used to sway taxpayers to, presumably, approve of the spending of more taxpayer dollars on projects that, given even-handed coverage, would enjoy less public support. To our view, this sort of spending would be a bad investment at any time, but it is especially bad when the country is supposedly broke. With the collapse of journalism, it seems to us that the nation would be much better off taking at least half of the money that goes to fund government PR  and simply applying it directly to subsidizing journalism in any of the ways mentioned in Chapter 4 or some equally creative enterprise. Isn’t having a giant army of PR agents absurd when there are few journalists left to spin? If nothing else, the money could go to support an extensive and competitive public and community broadcasting system with as many as 10,000 additional working journalists in newsrooms in every corner of the nation.

Along these lines the United States presently spends some $750 million dollars annually to provide noncommercial broadcasting to viewers and listeners . . . outside the United States. Yet airing these broadcasts, from the Voice of America and other networks, inside the United States is illegal. Remarkably, the budget for these programs is nearly double what the federal government spends to support public and community radio and television intended for Americans. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton acknowledges that this Cold War relic is not especially effective and has called for the program to be reinvigorated so as to assure a higher quality of international broadcasting that would lead the peoples of the world to see the United States more favorably. Other superpower states, such as China and Russia, are ramping up major global English-language broadcast services; France has started a particularly well-funded and highly journalistic English-language cable channel, France24. The United States, Clinton argues, needs to get in the game. “We are in an information war, and we’re losing that war,” Secretary Clinton said in testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. The point of the exercise, as Senator Richard Lugar put it, “is to get our message across.”3

Secretary Clinton not only criticized government-funded news services like Voice of America, but she also took direct aim at the deplorable state of what remains of U.S. broadcast and cable TV news coverage of the world, especially of the Middle East. “Al Jazeera has been the leader in literally changing people’s minds and attitudes. And like it or hate it, it is really effective,” Clinton stated. “You may not agree with it, but you feel like you’re getting real news around the clock instead of a million commercials and arguments between talking heads and the kind of stuff that we do on our news which is not particularly informative.”4 Not surprisingly, growing numbers of Americans now turn to Al Jazeera online to learn about the Middle East.

We think Secretary Clinton is correct that the service is presently a waste for the most part, but we’ve got a better idea for improving America’s image internationally as well as our journalism at home. Instead of “spin” designed to “get our message across,” let’s invest the money that’s already been allocated in independent and incisive journalism. Even without taking Secretary Clinton’s suggestion that the funding be sharply increased—“Our private media cannot fill that gap,” she stated—the United States should take a large chunk of the existing $750 million being spent and provide it to domestic public and community broadcasters with the express proviso that the funds be used for international coverage. Use a portion of the funds to translate this work into the world’s languages.5 Then make the resulting stations and programming available both to Americans and to people outside the United States. Let’s end the idea that there are two types of journalism—one for Americans and one for foreigners. Were the government to do that, it would instantly provide sufficient resources so that, instead of the diminishing foreign affairs coverage private media provides, public and community media could provide the United States with the most extensive and impressive international coverage in its history.

But, wait, some might say, wouldn’t the United States be hurt if we exposed the people of the world (not to mention Americans!) to hard-hitting independent journalism—think, for example, of a range including the likes of Amy Goodman or Glenn Greenwald or Seymour Hersh or Matt Welsh over at the libertarian Reason—that did not necessarily stay within the range of elite debates and present the U.S. government in a favorable light? Wouldn’t that play into the hands of the enemies of America and democracy? What sort of message would that convey in our “information war”?

For the answer to that question we recall a story told about the third president of the United States, a frequent character in this book, one Thomas Jefferson. The story, perhaps apocryphal but certainly in keeping with the most theatrical of the founders’ rigidly democratic approach,  tells of how President Jefferson kept a stack of the day’s newspapers in his waiting room. When foreign dignitaries visited, he insisted the pile of newspapers have at the top all the leading papers that opposed Jefferson, papers that often wrote of him in terms that might make Glenn Beck scurry to his blackboard in tears. This baffled foreign leaders who, almost without exception, brooked little dissent in their own press. Jefferson was making the point that in a republic, dissent and debate are signs of strength, not weakness, and this was far more appealing to a person desiring freedom than a kept press, something no emperor or king could ever understand.

We dare say that if the United States put its best foot forward in terms of journalism, it would have precisely the Jeffersonian effect and do more to raise the stature of this nation globally than all the sophisticated PR missives and campaigns, not to mention armies and drone attacks, in the world. After all, the current approach is, as Secretary Clinton concedes, a flop. In the era of the Internet and especially of Al Jazeera, anything less than an honest, free-wheeling journalism simply makes the United States look like a backward country with a “messaging” team made up of clumsy fools.6 It would also have the wonderful corollary of making a powerful dent in the present ignominy that Americans, stewards of the global military colossus, are among the more ignorant people in the world concerning global politics, geography, history and current events.

So these are solvable problems, even in the present economic environment and accepting budgetary restrictions.

Unfortunately, as we quickly learned, simply finding the money in the current budget was not going to be sufficient. That’s because all the talk about budgets and deficits and being “broke” wasn’t really about the fiscal picture; instead, it was about powerful corporate interests and uber-rich campaign donors who wanted to accelerate the redistribution of wealth in the United States—upward—by advancing a deeper message. Their vehicle for doing so was a ginned-up Tea Party movement that, though it attracted some sincere grassroots activists, invariably took positions favorable to the monied interests that funded its growth. The Tea Party movement was the first populist project in American history that was broadly and aggressively against the poor and working class  and in favor of the wealthy and multinational corporations. And although there was much that was absurd about the construct, it was tailor-made for lazy and/or understaffed major-media outlets that loved the prepackaged image of “popular” revolt against “Obamacare” and infrastructure investments.

There is simply no question that a key factor that shaped the political climate both for addressing the crisis in journalism and politics writ large was the revanchist political right. We were not fully prepared for its emergence and its consequences. When Democrats have been demolished in national elections, the immediate response by the party, the pundits and the entirety of conventional wisdom has invariably been that the party had become too “liberal” and needed to move to the center to appeal to independents, moderates and, especially, big business. Not just Republicans but also the pundits who police the discourse told us that Democratic bosses had to hose down their base of labor, minorities, women and environmentalists and stop pandering to such “special interests.” This has no doubt contributed to the Democratic Party of 2011 being a considerably more procorporate political party than it was three or four decades ago and for it being to the right of many major European conservative parties on a range of core issues. When Republicans were demolished in two consecutive national elections, however—the first time that had happened to a major party since the 1930s—no such advice telling the Republicans to become more centrist, less tied to corporations and more sympathetic to labor and the environment was to be heard from the punditocracy, and no such discussion was ever held within the party. Instead, the party determined to burrow ever harder and farther to the extreme right and, in particular, to do its level best to serve the interests of the nation’s wealthiest investors and largest corporations. The Republicans decided, in effect, to follow the money. And in the death dance of recent American politics, too many Democrats followed in their wake.

We wrote The Death and Life of American Journalism as a nonpartisan book. Our goal was not to create a media filled with people we like politically and repress the voices of those with whom we disagree, and nothing we propose herein would do that. We reject any form of censorship  of private media. We understood that some, perhaps many, on the political left would disagree with our call for extensive public subsidies, and many indeed do. Based on the long history of governmental duplicity, they have a deep fear of government involvement in journalism, which we understand and respect. We would like to think that after a sober reading, we have changed some minds.

We also thought we were writing a book that would appeal to some, perhaps many, American conservatives. Over the past decade we have worked closely with more than a few conservatives on issues ranging from postal subsidies for small publications and stopping the government from producing fake news to addressing the commercial carpet-bombing of children, battling for media ownership rules that would prevent monopoly and assuring network neutrality on the Internet. John Nichols has participated in programs at the headquarters of the libertarian Cato Institute and is something of a regular on thoughtful conservative talk-radio programs. We know from experience that many conservatives, especially those living outside the Washington beltway, think a great deal about media issues and share many values with people who are not conservatives. In case after case we found common ground, and we worked together well.7

We also know from firsthand conversation that many conservatives are appalled by the collapse of journalism and the asinine fare that constitutes the “news” today. Our goal was not necessarily to convince them in toto as much as to get them to take a hard look at our argument and our evidence and engage in a serious conversation. Aristotle observed that the mark of an educated person is the ability to entertain an idea without accepting it; we have always held that a conservative could entertain our ideas seriously without dismissing them just because we are not in agreement on a checklist of unrelated issues. Moreover, this was an issue in which conservatives would not have their standard fear that they might be on the opposing side of commercial interests. There were no large media corporations that went on the warpath against our ideas, and they had little reason to fear us. As the international evidence demonstrates, those few corporations still interested in doing journalism benefit  when there are public journalism subsidies for noncommercial media because they expand and deepen the market for their product without creating competition for advertisers.

So we had our hopes for a broad and transformative dialogue when we wrote this book, and we still nurture those hopes. But we do so with a bruised optimism now. The debates and discussions we had hoped to generate with conservatives in 2010 did not, for the most part, happen, to our disappointment. This is largely due to a “movement conservatism” that takes a purely instrumental or opportunistic stance toward the question of the news: If it promotes the right, good; if it does not, bad. In this calculus the collapse of conventional journalism is not necessarily bad, and it is certainly not a concern. A shrinkage or disappearance of newsrooms is definitely not bad for the politicians and their corporate benefactors, who had precious little interest in journalistic scrutiny of their operations and relationships. This movement conservatism became increasingly hegemonic in the Republican Party in 2009 and 2010, and those wishing legitimacy within the party either toed the line or exited. For the most part the handful of conservatives who even bothered to comment on our argument simply asserted that we were attempting a diabolical government takeover of the news to promote our unpopular political agenda.

But we had it easy compared to other folks.

The aggressive nature of the right put the Obama administration on the defensive, which appeared obsessively concerned with allaying conservative criticism. A striking example came in July 2010 when the Obama administration forced Department of Agriculture employee Shirley Sherrod to resign over allegedly racist comments against white people she made in a video that was posted on the right-wing blogosphere and broadcast on Fox News. Sherrod was immediately forced out without so much as a factual inquiry or a chance to respond. When, a day later, it became obvious that the Sherrod video had been doctored and that Sherrod had in fact made an antiracist statement, the damage had been done.8 Less than a year later a similar assault was made on National Public Radio executives, triggering the ouster of NPR CEO Vivian  Schiller before it was revealed that the video—which was broadly circulated and replayed in the media—had been doctored to create false impressions of what was said.9

To be clear, the defensive stance toward the Republicans and the extreme right is only the tip of the iceberg. The pressure from the right simply reinforced a clear inclination on the part of the Obama administration on issue after issue to curry corporate support. How much this reflected the fact that Democrats believed they depended on the support of corporations for political survival versus how much was simply a core conviction of President Obama regarding governance is difficult to determine. What is knowable, however, is that this conciliatory stance toward the likes of insurance companies, energy companies and banks fueled the popular demoralization. How much it contributed to the massive Republican victories in the November 2010 elections is a subject for study and debate.

Nowhere did the business-friendly approach become more apparent than in the area of communication and media. Here the Obama administration’s FCC, under Obama-appointed chair Julius Genachowski, did almost nothing upon assuming power, despite a clear progressive agenda laid out by FCC member Michael Copps. Most disastrously, in December 2010 the FCC approved a Swiss-cheese net neutrality plan that had corporate-friendly loopholes in order to appease the telecommunication giants like AT&T and Verizon. Then, in January 2011 the FCC approved the Comcast-NBC Universal merger, a deal that had tens, perhaps hundreds of millions of dollars of lobbying muscle behind it but no apparent grounds for justification otherwise. In both cases President Obama backpedaled from campaign promises.10

These setbacks reinforced our pessimism about the Obama administration’s willingness to tackle the crisis in journalism. Both the FTC and FCC studies of the crisis, which began with fanfare and optimism, assumed a lower and more cautious profile, encouraged by groundless inflammatory right-wing attacks that suggested these were attempts by the Obama administration and Marxists to take over the news media. The final reports have not been issued at the time of this writing, but indications suggest one should expect the quiet release of studies with modest  recommendations that fall short of what is needed and where the evidence leads.

In the early months of 2011 the political right was going in for the kill. It returned to its long-standing goal of defunding public and community broadcasting. In March the Republican-majority House passed legislation to that effect. The ostensible claim was that this much publicized campaign was due to the budget crisis, but that did not even pass the giggle test as $420 million was an amount that effectively was a footnote in the budget; public media received $100 million less than what the Pentagon spends on marching bands.11 Once the laughter subsided, the Republicans all but admitted it was an effort to silence media that was not seen as sufficiently pro–right wing, and although public media kept their funding in the April budget compromise, they were clearly petrified. This of course would have been an ideal time to discuss the importance of public media in view of the freefall collapse of journalism elsewhere, but regrettably, that pump had not been sufficiently primed. The Obama administration struck its usual low profile, giving indications of being uninvolved and oblivious to the political consequences. The opportunity to dramatically increase spending for public media—it is an area that always ranks at the top in the polls of most popular federal programs—that may have existed in 2009 had been squandered. Public and community broadcasting faced the most serious battle for their survival in their histories. In the face of an existential crisis of journalism, America was heading in exactly the wrong direction.

Chris Hedges, in his review of the hardcover version of this book, captured the pessimism of the moment:As utopian fantasies go, this is pretty good. But it ignores the critical shift within American society from a print-based culture to an image-based culture. It assumes, incorrectly, that people still value and want traditional news. They do not. We have become unmoored from a world of print, from complexity and nuance, and with it information systems built on the primacy of verifiable fact. Newspapers, which engage rather than entertain, can no longer compete with the emotional battles that hyperventilating hosts on trash talk shows mount daily. The public, which has walked away from newspapers,  has embraced the emotional carnival that has turned news into another form of mindless entertainment. And the authors, with whom I have a great deal of sympathy, mistakenly believe that the general public values what they value.... The plan proposed by the authors would work only if the public, and our corporate state, recognized and cared about journalism as a vital public good. But without public outcry and visionary political leaders, neither of which we have in abundance, there is little hope that the government or anyone will save us.12





As we sat down in early February 2011 to consider the developments on the journalism front since 2009, we both recognized that the hopeful tone we adopted in this book would need to be tempered with a dose of hard political realism. This wasn’t just because of the 2010 election results, which packed the Congress with corporate champions and robbed the Senate of reformers such as Russ Feingold. Even before the votes were counted, we saw clearly that within official Washington the combination of corruption and compromise was greater than the impulse toward progress. We were convinced that the beltway scene was a dead-end street for actually addressing the crisis in journalism. There, we would be playing defense and praying for an occasional crumb while the problem grew worse. We became convinced that the only thing that would work would be a huge increase in grassroots political pressure, and we understood that such grassroots pressure would not be based solely on journalism but also have it as one of several core democratic issues. We could not help but see the irony that this was the argument we had made in our first book together, back in 2000.13 After a decade of media activism, with the formation of Free Press, its 35 staffers and its army of 600,000 members, we seemingly were back at square one, at least on this issue. It was a sobering conclusion. Though we thought Hedges was far too simplistic in his characterization of American attitudes and beliefs and too dismissive of embedded democratic values, even inveterate optimists like ourselves had to admit the prospects for a huge upsurge in grassroots optimism were pretty slim by historical standards.

Then came Wisconsin.

We live in Madison. We love Wisconsin for its progressive traditions and we love Madison as a center of grassroots activism unrivaled in the country. It was in Madison that Free Press organized the first National Conference on Media Reform in the fall of 2003. But for all the warmth and good feeling we have toward Madison and Wisconsin, we were feeling a bit frustrated as 2010 turned to 2011. Russ Feingold had been defeated for reelection, robbing the Senate of its most progressive, independent and anticorporate member. And the new Republican governor was a far more committed conservative than his GOP predecessors, who had always eschewed the harsh extremes to which the party’s southern adherents were inclined. Even Wisconsin, it seemed, was erring to the right and abandoning its progressive reform legacy.

Then, on February 12, 2011, that new Republican governor, Scott Walker, moved to strip state, county and municipal employees and teachers of their collective bargaining rights as part of broader agenda to remove barriers to his procorporate agenda. Walker did not merely seek to weaken organized opposition in the form of unions that advocate for public services and public education; he proposed to make it harder for Wisconsinites who might disagree with him to vote by forcing citizens to produce official identification in order to participate in the electoral process and by ending the state’s historic commitment to allow voters to register and cast ballots on election day. The power grab the governor proposed was sweeping and extreme. It represented such a dramatic overreach that every Wisconsinite had to ask the question of labor and democracy struggles: Which side are you on?

It turned out that the people of Wisconsin—like the people of Indiana, Ohio, Michigan and other states where Republican governors borrowed pages from Walker’s playbook—were not on the governor’s side. The opposition, which included an occupation of the state Capitol that lasted for weeks—perhaps the largest prolabor rallies since the 1930s and a movement to recall and remove legislators who sided with the governor—shook the state’s political moorings and drew the attention of the entire nation. Indeed, the uprising was so out of character with recent American experience that it became an international news story that had  commentators on the BBC, Al Jazeera and other networks speculating about the arrival of a new global activism that was spreading from Tripoli to Cairo to Benghazi to Madison. And as the message that mass movement could make things happen began to spread, the crowds in Indianapolis, Columbus and Lansing—indeed, even in Washington—grew. As filmmaker Michael Moore said when he addressed a crowd of 50,000 on the capitol grounds:You have aroused the sleeping giant known as the working people of the United States of America. Right now the earth is shaking and the ground is shifting under the feet of those who are in charge. Your message has inspired people in all 50 states and that message is: WE HAVE HAD IT! We reject anyone who tells us America is broke and broken. It’s just the opposite! We are rich with talent and ideas and hard work and, yes, love. Love and compassion toward those who have, through no fault of their own, ended up as the least among us. But they still crave what we all crave: Our country back! Our democracy back! Our good name back! The United States of America. NOT the Corporate States of America. The United States of America!





Moore, as astute a media critic as there is, actually appealed to mainstream media outlets to tell the whole story of what was happening in Madison and Wisconsin and the real story of whether America was “broke” or simply had broken priorities. His concern was appropriate. As the protests in Wisconsin went “national,” the few strengths and many pathologies of major media in the United States were fully on display. In some cases the story was told well and wisely. Amy Goodman’s Democracy Now program was paying attention immediately; John did a commentary on her program the Monday after Governor Walker announced his plan. Within a week, as the protests grew in size and scope and as it became clear that they were upsetting the governor’s agenda, Goodman brought her program to Madison, as did MSNBC’s Ed Schultz. Other cable programs picked the story up as well, as did the broadcast news outlets. For the most part their coverage was as predictable as it was disappointing. Instead of getting into the real stories on the ground, cable programs devoted inordinate amounts of time to asinine debates between talkinghead commentators over whether President Obama should “come to Wisconsin” and the extent to which the White House was “orchestrating” the protests.14

Right-wing talk-radio host Rush Limbaugh was hysterical, as were most Fox News commentators. They didn’t know what to make of a mass movement that wasn’t the Tea Party, a genuine grassroots explosion that revealed the Tea Party for what it is; when the Tea Party attempted to organize a counter-protest in support of the governor, the anti-Walker crowd outnumbered the pro-Walker crowd by roughly 10 to 1. Fox’s reaction was to suggest that the protesters were “violent,” despite the fact that local police agencies were regularly hailing the astonishingly peaceful and gracious nature of the demonstrations. Finally, Wisconsinites started carrying posters that mocked the conservative network, with slogans like: “Fox Will Lie About This” and “According to Fox, I’m Not Here.” The mockery turned to outright laughter when a report on The O’Reilly Factor purported to show dangerous demonstrations in Madison; unfortunately, the geniuses at Fox had used b-roll of a union dispute in a state with palm trees, which are not common in wintery Wisconsin. In response, protesters took to carrying inflatable palm trees at the demonstrations and even began dressing in beachwear, despite the freezing temperatures.

Although laughing at Fox was easy, explaining—or stomaching—the coverage by The New York Times was harder.

The Times can and does produce terrific reporting on a variety of fronts. In many senses it remains the last bastion of old-school “newspaper of record” seriousness in a media landscape that is littered with the carcasses of once-great newsrooms, thus making the publication even more important in the news landscape today than ever before in its history. The Times even has something that’s lacking at virtually every other print, broadcast or digital news outlets in America today: a solid labor writer in the person of Steven Greenhouse. Unfortunately, he was not dispatched to Wisconsin to cover the story. The Times reporters who did come to Wisconsin brought with them some of major media’s worst misconceptions and biases with regard to unions and working-class people. And in so doing they became a part of the story, reinforcing Governor Walker’s intransigence.

Walker is a media junkie. He loves politics and voraciously consumes political and government news. He reads newspapers, listens to talk radio, trolls the Internet and watches cable news shows. And when he is not doing that, he quizzes aides about the latest news. In this sense the governor of Wisconsin is like a lot of politicians. However, what has always distinguished Walker from many of his peers is his eye for detail and nuance. He knows which writers, which publications, which radio shows and which television networks lean to the left and the right. And so he reads, listens to and watches media with an eye for how different outlets are interpreting and reacting to stories.

So it was with that, when the governor mistakenly took a call from a prankster who he thought was billionaire campaign contributor David Koch, the conversation went like this:Walker: So it’s, uh, this is ground zero, there’s no doubt about it. But, uh, I think, you know, for us, I just keep telling, I call, I tell the speaker, the Senate majority leader every night, give me a list of the people I need to call at home, to shore ‘em up. The New York Times, of all things, I don’t normally tell people to read the New York Times, but the front page of the New York Times has got a great story, one of these unbelievable moments of true journalism, what is supposed to be objective journalism. They got out of the capital and went down one county south of the capital to Janesville, to Rock County, that’s where the General Motors plant once was.

 

“Koch” caller: Right, right.

 

Walker: They moved out two years ago. The lead on this story is about a guy who was laid off two years ago, uh, he’s been laid off twice by GM, who points out that, uh, everybody else in his town has had to sacrifice except for all these public employees and it’s about damn time they do, and he supports me. Um, and they had a bartender, they had, I mean, every stereotypical blue-collar worker type they interviewed, and the only ones that weren’t with us were people who were either a public employee or married to a public employee. It’s an unbelievable story. So I went through and called all these, uh, a handful, a dozen or so lawmakers I worry about each day and said, “Everyone, we should get that story printed out and send it to anyone giving you grief.”15





The subject of the February 21 piece was a fellow the Times identified as “Rich Hahan (who) worked at the General Motors plant here until it closed about two years ago . . . a union man from a union town.”

Unlike the overwhelming majority of Wisconsin union members and former union members—if turnouts at rallies and poll numbers were to be believed—“Hahan” was described as “a supporter of Gov. Scott Walker’s sweeping proposal to cut the benefits and collective bargaining rights of public workers in Wisconsin, a plan that has set off a firestorm of debate and protests at the state Capitol. He says he still believes in unions but thinks those in the public sector lead to wasteful spending because of what he sees as lavish benefits and endless negotiations.”

That Walker liked the story is no surprise. And he loved the idea that this was the way elites and people outside of Wisconsin would regard the conflict.

There’s only one problem with this scenario.

The New York Times got the story wrong. It was bogus. “Hahan” was actually Hahn. And there was no record of the “union man in a union town” ever having been in the Janesville local of the United Auto Workers, which represented employees of the GM plant.

Hence, The New York Times correction on February 26, which read, “A front-page article on Tuesday about reaction among private sector workers in Wisconsin to Gov. Scott Walker’s effort to cut benefits and collective bargaining rights for unionized public employees referred incorrectly to the work history of one person quoted, and also misspelled his surname. While the man, Rich Hahn (not Hahan) described himself to a reporter as a ‘union guy,’ he now says that he has worked at unionized factories, but was not himself a union member. (The Times contacted Mr. Hahn again to review his background after a United Auto Workers official said the union had no record of his membership.)”

The problem, of course, is that the damage was done.

At a critical early point in the debate over whether to strip public employees of their collective bargaining rights, the nation’s “newspaper of record” told Scott Walker he was right to presume that “the only ones that weren’t with us were people who were either a public employee or married to a public employee.” And he diligently peddled that falsehood  in public and private comments, often citing the supposedly liberal and labor-friendly Times as his source.16

It is rare that we can so precisely pinpoint a moment when media made a difficult situation worse. But this is one of them. Poll after poll after poll shows that the vast majority of Wisconsinites—public sector and private sector, union and nonunion, urban and rural—are opposed to Walker’s proposal. The crowds at rallies seeking to kill the bill have been the largest in Wisconsin history, and they have drawn workers, farmers, students and retirees from across the state to Madison as well as to the town squares of smaller Wisconsin communities from Platteville to Sturgeon Bay. Walker should never have been allowed to imagine that there was public support for his draconian initiative. Only The New York Times allowed him to do so.

And the reason The New York Times allowed him to do so is the same reason so many major media outlets get so many stories about the organized and unorganized struggles of working Americans wrong: They haven’t bothered to cover low-income and working-class Americans seriously for years, choosing instead to tailor their reporting to attract the elite upper-income readers and viewers who advertisers want to reach. And as reporting staffs have dwindled and bureaus in factory towns have been shuttered so that more attention can be focused on upscale suburbs, the circumstance has grown dramatically worse. One of the best arguments for developing new models for creating and sustaining independent, not-for-profit media is that by breaking the bondage of upscale demographics and freeing journalists to cover the news, we can get reporters back on the labor beat, back on the streets of working-class communities and back in touch with the reality of struggles such as the one in Wisconsin—rather than the spin that says Americans are just a bunch of greedy bastards who would willingly cut the pay and benefits of their neighbors if there was even the outside chance of a tax break in it for them.

The Times actually blew an even bigger piece of the Wisconsin story several weeks later. When Republican legislators used backroom maneuvers to pass Walker’s bill, the Times reported that the fight was “over.”

But the editors in New York forgot to tell the people of Wisconsin.

A day after the Times reported the end of the struggle, John pulled on a heavy jacket and a good pair of gloves and headed south of Madison to meet up with some farmers. Many of them had done their chores before dawn and then brought their tractors to the edge of their state’s capital city.

It was cold and windy. John could barely hear his friend Joel Greeno, a dairy farmer from the far west of the state who had put out the call to members of the Family Farm Defenders and Wisconsin Farmers Union, when he shouted, “Let’s roll.” Fifty tractors fired up and began the threemile ride into Madison. Along the side of the road, there were small groups of children with signs reading, “Thank you, farmers!”

As the tractorcade got closer to town, the crowds grew larger and larger. Passing cars and buses honked their horns. Drivers rolled down their windows and shouted, “Thank you! Thank you!” When the tractors pulled up the hill and onto the great square around the Capitol, tens of thousands of Wisconsinites greeted the farmers with chants of “An injury to one is an injury to all” and “Solidarity!”

Joel Greeno and his fellow farmers had come to say the fight was not over. They were there to join the largest prolabor mass mobilization in modern American history. On that day 150,000 Wisconsinites rallied, sending a message so powerful that Wisconsin’s Secretary of State decided to delay publication of the law, and in short order, a judge issued a temporary restraining order maintaining the delay until the courts could weigh in on the legality of the legislative maneuvers and the assault on labor. Already, active campaigns had begun to remove Republican legislators who had sided with the governor, and far from being over, it seemed as if the fight—the winnable fight—was just beginning.

What Wisconsin proved, and what other states across the country are now proving, is that when political leaders go too far in accepting the dictates of corporate benefactors and the fantastical promises of the free market that is neither free nor likely to deliver on those promises, people can and should push back. And when they do, they change the tenor of the debate—and, perhaps, the course of history.

The key here is that word, so dismissed and diminished in recent decades, that has always been essential to organizing: solidarity.

In Wisconsin the unions that were most threatened may have taken the lead. But they never stood alone.

When schoolteachers in Madison walked off the job to lobby against Walker’s bill, thousands of students who marched more than two miles to the Capitol followed them. When the teachers went back to work, parents stepped up to fill the void. The crowds at the Capitol grew from 10,000 to 30,000, to 50,000, to 70,000, to more than 100,000. Small towns across the state hosted their first-ever labor rallies. And those who marched in the villages and towns of the state headed to Madison to join the rallies that grew larger and larger and more and more diverse, as African American high school students from the urban core of Milwaukee rallied with 80-year-old farmers from towns too small to find a place on the map.

The Reverend Jesse Jackson, astounded by what he was seeing, told a crowd on a bitter cold night: “This is a King moment. This is a Gandhi moment.” And he was right. The protests in Wisconsin captured national, even international attention, and they caused union leaders in the United States, after being so battered for so long, to speak of “a rebirth of the labor movement.”

But why? Is Wisconsin unique? In some ways, yes. Wisconsin has a radical history of electing socialist mayors and legislators well into the twentieth century and of alliances between those socialists with Robert M. La Follette’s progressive movement, which asked the question: “Which shall rule—wealth or man? Which shall lead—money or intellect? Who shall fill public stations—educated and patriotic free men, or the feudal serfs of corporate wealth?”‘ But many states have radical roots. Though our history has been hidden, even denied, in recent decades, America is still the land of Tom Paine and Frederick Douglass and Emma Goldman and A. Philip Randolph and Martin Luther King Jr.17

What we think happened in America is that, finally, as the corporate interests make their ultimate claim on the commons, they have created what the great labor songwriter Florence Reece described as a “which side are you on?” moment. There is no longer the easy middle ground that compromising and compromised Democratic politicians tried for so long  to occupy. Now, the choices are stark: unions or no unions, public services or no public services, plutocracy or democracy?

As Wisconsinites have taken their sides, and as Ohioans and Michiganders and New Yorkers have done the same, they have found that the old divisions that so favored the elites—white versus black, gay versus straight, native versus immigrant, urban versus rural—are abstract and meaningless. What is real is the threat of a state and nation so defined by corporate campaign contributions, corporate lobbying, corporate power and, yes, corporate news media that they can take away our right to organize unions, to speak in our workplaces and our communities, to petition—as the founders of the American experiment intended—for the redress of grievances.

As with all recent social movements, a critique of journalism emerged and became a large part of the protests. Why was there so little coverage, relative to the importance of the protests, and why was most of the coverage so superficial and misleading? Much like when the 2003 Iraq invasion created a generation of activists who understood that deplorable journalism was an overriding factor to explain that disastrous war, the Wisconsin uprising of 2011 educated hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people, that there can be no self-government, no decent society, with a shriveling and pathetic news media.

The great lesson of Wisconsin is that political transformations—great leaps forward, if you will—often come when we least expect them. Let us offer a few quick examples of what we mean: For Americans born after 1980 it may be impossible to fully grasp what a definitional role anticommunism played in American politics and culture in the four-plus decades following the Second World War. As recently as 1984 President Ronald Reagan won a landslide reelection in which he emphasized his determination to pay whatever price was necessary to repel the Soviet Union’s “evil empire.” The prevailing thinking at the time was that the communist regimes of Eastern Europe and Asia were “totalitarian” regimes—unlike the “authoritarian” anticommunist dictatorships that were on friendly terms with the United States—where the domestic populations were either propagandized or terrorized to such an extent that internal opposition  leading to peaceful democratic social change was impossible. These tyrannical hellholes could only be toppled from without, and if the United States did not maintain a permanent war economy and mind-boggling nuclear arsenal, it would open to the door to almost certain invasion and eventual defeat before the ruthlessly efficient totalitarian steamroller. This was a war of attrition that would last generations.

Within a few years, by 1991, all of the communist regimes of Eastern Europe had collapsed like a house of cards because of internal dissent and pressure, very quickly and with far less violence than even the most wild-eyed optimist might have anticipated. These nations quickly transitioned to constitutional democracies, with varying degrees of success.

During this same period one of us was a graduate student in Seattle, Washington, where one of the professors was a liberal white South African who had come to America in the 1960s, in part due to his strong opposition to apartheid. He followed South African politics closely. In 1987 this professor confided that all of his remaining family in South Africa had decided to sell their property and leave the nation forthwith. “It has never been more hopeless,” he said. “The forces for apartheid will never concede power or negotiate. Extraordinary violence and bloodshed appear inevitable.”

Less than three years after this conversation, South Africa ended apartheid and Nelson Mandela was released from prison, with precious little of the violence and bloodshed that the professor feared. In 1994 Nelson Mandela was elected president of South Africa.

For the past decade the smart money said that Arabs had little interest in democracy; these were nations ruled by corrupt autocrats, and the only opposition came from religious extremists who despised civil liberties, human rights and secular society. Then, suddenly, in 2011 the people rose up in Tunisia, and then Egypt, and soon all across the region. In Egypt workers and young people led the democratic movement, and women played an outsized role. With scarcely a trace of violence, the allpowerful Mubarek regime—with one of the mightiest militaries in the world—was driven from power in all of 18 days. No one saw it coming.

Our point is simple: No matter how well educated people are, no matter how wise people may be, predicting the political future, even the immediate future, is impossible. History is replete with examples like those above in which the conventional wisdom is blown to smithereens. People are instantly shocked at these unforeseen developments. But then, almost as quickly, people go from “I did not see that coming” to “what took it so long to happen” and “that was pretty much what I expected.” The mystery of history is again forgotten; people return to their comforting illusion that they can predict the future based on understanding the present and that everything is pretty much cast in stone. Foreclosing the possibility or desirability of the unexpected tends to make people less creative and open-minded and more pessimistic about peaceful social change; such pessimism can become self-fulfilling.18

Americans, particularly in Wisconsin and the Midwest but really all across this great land, have received an astonishing lesson in the beautiful unpredictability of history in 2011. Like a dream one writes down immediately upon waking up so as not to forget it, we have written about this episode here as a permanent reminder to ourselves and those who elect to read these words. We were both present throughout the events in Madison and we can report that the experience was life changing and unimaginable for those who relied on the mainstream news media for a rendering. This nation’s success at rejuvenating not only journalism but also democracy more broadly may depend on America’s capacity to remember it and build upon it.

Our belief, passionately held, is that America is on the cusp of a transformative moment. It’s not just Wisconsin. The indications are coming from across the country, and they are strong. But we know that the transformation will be dramatically more difficult to achieve if Americans fail to address the crisis of journalism and modern media.

The people get it. They know that they are ill-served by media that errs constantly toward a commercial and entertainment bottom line rather than sustaining the civic and democratic discourse of their communities, their states and the nation. Americans are longing and searching for journalism that sustains and encourages their citizenship. We know from talking to them—in lecture rooms, church basements, union halls and auditoriums across the country. But they have doubted their own ability to demand. Now, as the sleeping giant stirs, we are all beginning  to recognize that we have the power, the same power that Jefferson spoke of when he argued that the “true corrective” for the abuses and failures of the American experiment was not to take power from the people but to provide them with the tools to “inform their discretion.”

Jefferson chose to do that by supporting massive subsidies for journalism, subsidies that built the most vibrant new culture seen anywhere in the world as the eighteenth century gave way to the nineteenth. America needs to renew that Jeffersonian commitment. That was easier said than done—until now. Now that citizens are getting engaged, it is possible not just to imagine but also to begin the building of the mass movement that will be needed to demand a renewal of great American journalism and of the democracy it has always sustained.

Free Press, the group we cofounded, is committed to building that movement. When thousands of Americans gathered at the fifth National Conference on Media Reform in Boston in April 2011, the focus was no longer on critiquing what was wrong with our media. The focus was on organizing and solidarity. Every grassroots group in America, every movement that is struggling to make itself heard, must recognize that shouting from the sidelines—either in hopes of gaining coverage or in frustration about a lack of coverage—is a waste of energy. We need to organize inside our groups and movements as well as educate ourselves about the power of media and about how to make our own media. Then, we need to go to the public square, to the ballot box and to the corridors of power as one voice to demand policies and resources that are necessary to create and sustain journalism that embraces and encourages citizenship. We have always believed, as did Tom Paine, that Americans have the power to begin the world over again. Now, we have moved beyond belief. We know that people have the power. We have seen that power on display. And we are ready to build a movement that is more powerful than politicians or parties, a movement that makes real the promise not just of a free press but also of a free and democratic United States of America.






Appendix 1

Founding Principles

The founders believed that the United States needed a free and independent press to maintain liberty and to make real the promise of democratic governance. They understood, as well, that it was essential for the national and state governments to act to facilitate the establishment of newspapers and to assure that they could easily and widely circulate. To this end, they supported a variety of postal and printing subsidies.

Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and their compatriots were not casual revolutionaries. They saw it as their duty to go beyond merely outlining theories about what might make a republic. They were committed to the practical work of making that republic functional.

As such, the founders did not merely promise a free press, they used the authority of the government to establish the policies and subsidies that would sustain a free press.

The words of the patriots, so often neglected by contemporary media and political players who have allowed the infrastructure of democracy to decay and crumble, remain as resonant and clear in the 21st century as when they were put to paper in the days of revolution and nation building.


On the Press as the Guarantor of Liberty

The question before the Court and you, Gentlemen of the jury, is not of small or private concern. It is not the cause of one poor printer, nor of New York  alone, which you are now trying. No! It may in its consequence affect every free man that lives under a British government on the main of America. It is the best cause. It is the cause of liberty. And I make no doubt but your upright conduct this day will not only entitle you to the love and esteem of your fellow citizens, but every man who prefers freedom to a life of slavery will bless and honor you as men who have baffled the attempt of tyranny, and by an impartial and uncorrupt verdict have laid a noble foundation for securing to ourselves, our posterity, and our neighbors, that to which nature and the laws of our country have given us a right to liberty of both exposing and opposing arbitrary power (in these parts of the world at least) by speaking and writing truth.

Andrew Hamilton, the attorney who argued in defense of New York printer John Peter Zenger, who in 1735 was charged with publishing “seditious libels” against the British governor of New York state. The jury, ignoring the instructions of the judge, accepted Hamilton’s argument that a free press was an essential check on arbitrary power.1



The trial of Zenger in 1735 was the germ of American freedom, the morning star of that liberty which subsequently revolutionized America.

Gouverneur Morris, the great-grandson of Lewis Morris, the New York politician who hired Zenger to publish articles critical of the colonial governor. Gouverneur Morris was a key author of the Constitution of the United States and a prime advocate for what he described as “a vigorous government” that backed the founding document’s words up with policies and expenditures.2



The liberty of the press is the great bulwark of the liberty of the people: It is, therefore, the incumbent Duty of those who are constituted the Guardians of the People’s Rights to defend and maintain it.

Massachusetts House of Representatives, resolution passed March 3, 1768, in response to a request by the British governor of the colony that it support an effort to prosecute the Boston Gazette, a radical newspaper that featured the writings of outspoken patriot Joseph Warren, for seditious libel. The resolution was advanced by Samuel Adams and his allies in the chamber.3 Colonial legislatures enacted state constitutions that frequently referred to liberty of the press as “one of the blessings of a free people,” “the chief bulwark and support of Liberty in general” and the “great bulwark of our Constitution.”4



I am no friend of licentiousness, but the liberty of the press must be preserved sacred, or all is over.

The Rev. Andrew Eliot, April 18, 1768, leading Boston patriot, writing during the Boston Gazette struggle.5 Argued Eliot (May 13, 1767): “Nothing is of greater importance than to secure the entire freedom of publishing, without fear, any censures upon public measures. The liberty of the press is the palladium of English liberty. If this is gone, all is gone.”



The last right we shall mention, regards the freedom of the press. The importance of this consists, besides the advancement of truth, science, morality, and arts in general, in its diffusion of liberal sentiments on the administration of Government, its ready communication of thoughts between subjects, and its consequential promotion of union among them, whereby oppressive officers are shamed or intimidated, into more honourable and just modes of conducting affairs.

Continental Congress, “To the Inhabitants of the Province of Quebec, resolution enacted in 1774.6



There is no declaration of any kind for preserving the Liberty of the Press …

George Mason, delegate to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, explaining why he would not sign the document he had played an essential role in crafting. With delegates Elbridge Gerry and Thomas Pinckney, he tried to include language in the original document that read: “the liberty of the press should be inviolably observed.”7



The framers of it; actuated by the true spirit of such a government, which ever abominates and suppresses all free enquiry and discussion, have made no provision for the liberty of the press, that grand palladium of freedom, and scourge of tyrants; but observed a total silence on that head. It is the opinion of some great writers, that if the liberty of the press, by an institution  of religion, or otherwise, could be rendered sacred, even in Turkey, that despotism would fly before it.

Centinel, “To the Freemen of Pennsylvania,” October 5, 1787. The Centinel letters, a series of 24 articles, appeared in the Philadelphia Independent Gazetteer and the Freeman’s Journal between October 5, 1787, and November 24, 1788. Historians believe they were written by Samuel Bryan and Eleazer Oswald, both ardent advocates of a strong free press as an essential check on tyranny that needed to be protected and supported by the new republic. Campaigning for the liberty of the press was central to the push for adoption of a Bill of Rights.8



On the 23d, Mr. Madison made a report to the House of Representatives on the subject, which was taken up for consideration on the 24th; whereupon …

Provided, That the two articles which by the amendments of the Senate are now proposed to be inserted as the third and eighth articles, shall be amended to read as followeth:—

Article the third. 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 Senate Journal, September 24, 1789, reflecting the final stages of the debate on the first amendment to the Constitution of the United States.9





To preserve the freedom of the human mind then & freedom of the press, every spirit should be ready to devote itself to martyrdom; for as long as we may think as we will, & speak as we think, the condition of man will proceed in improvement.

Thomas Jefferson, 1799. Jefferson wrote these words in the midst of the first great battle over freedom of the press in the United States, when the administration of President John Adams and its Federalist allies in Congress were using the Alien and Sedition Acts to jail critical editors such as the Vermont printer, newspaper editor and politician Matthew Lyon. Jefferson battled Adams in 1800, making liberty of the  press a central issue. Lyon, elected to Congress while serving in jail, cast the deciding vote for Jefferson when the election went to the U.S. Congress following an Electoral College tie.10



The press (is) the only tocsin of a nation …

President Thomas Jefferson, 1802. Even as he objected, often passionately, to negative newspaper coverage, Jefferson held to the founding view that “The only security of all is in a free press.”11



In an instant the fairy spell of delusion is dissipated—the tremendous authority of this august and magnanimous despot, like the enchanted castle of the magician, vanishes for ever.

Tunis Wortman, 1800. This New York lawyer and political activist gave voice to the Enlightenment faith that knowledge was transformational and that a free and widely circulated press was essential to America’s democratic experiment. While Jefferson and others saw the press as a guardian of liberty, Wortman recognized it also as a champion of freedom.12



The most informed and judicious of our nation, believe that such a press would go further to remove ignorance, and her offspring superstition and prejudice, than all other means ... Such a paper, comprising a summary of religious and political events, &c. on the one hand; and on the other, exhibiting the feelings, disposition, improvements, and prospects of the Indians; their traditions, their true character, as it once was and as it now is; the ways and means most likely to throw the mantle of civilization over all tribes; and such other matter as will tend to diffuse proper and correct impressions in regard to their condition—such a paper could not fail to create much interest in the American community, favourable to the aborigines, and to have a powerful influence on the advancement of the Indians themselves.

Elias Boudinot, editor of The Cherokee Phoenix, appealing for support of the newspapers in 1826. Boudinot, a Cherokee Indian, was a pioneering Native American editor who did much to advance an understanding of newspapers as a tool for communal empowerment and  education of the broader populace. Among other things, he argued that a newspaper could challenge bigotries and ignorance directly. “We shall also feel ourselves bound to correct all misstatements,” he argued in the pages of the Phoenix.13



We wish to plead our own cause. Too long have others spoken for us. Too long has the publick been deceived by misrepresentations, in things which concern us dearly, though in the estimation of some mere trifles; for though there are many in society who exercise towards us benevolent feelings; still (with sorrow we confess it) there are others who make it their business to enlarge upon the least trifle, which tends to the discredit of any person of color; and pronounce anathemas and denounce our whole body for the misconduct of this guilty one . . . The civil rights of a people being the greatest value, it shall ever be our duty to vindicate our brethren, when oppressed, and to lay the case before the publick. We shall also urge upon our brethren, (who are qualified by the laws of the different states) the expediency of using their elective franchise; and of making an independent (use) of the same.

Samuel Cornish and John Russwurm, 1827, introducing their publication Freedom’s Journal, the first African American–owned and–operated newspaper published in the United States. Cornish and Russwurm, writing less than a year after the death of Jefferson and almost a decade before the death of Madison, expanded the understanding of the vital role that a diversely owned and operated free press would have in a democratic state.14



In the First Amendment the Founding Fathers gave the free press the protection it must have to fulfill its essential role in our democracy. The press was to serve the governed, not the governors. The Government’s power to censor the press was abolished so that the press would remain forever free to censure the Government. The press was protected so that it could bare the secrets of government and inform the people. Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in government. And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is the duty to prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people and sending them off to distant  lands to die of foreign fevers and foreign shot and shell. In my view, far from deserving condemnation for their courageous reporting, the New York Times, the Washington Post, and other newspapers should be commended for serving the purpose that the Founding Fathers saw so clearly. In revealing the workings of government that led to the Vietnam war, the newspapers nobly did precisely that which the Founders hoped and trusted they would do.

Hugo Black, 1971, from the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in New York Times Co. v. United States, the Pentagon Papers case.15




On the Use of Government Policy and Subsidies to Sustain a Free Press

For the purpose of diffusing knowledge, as well as extending the living principle of government to every part of the united states—every state—city—county—village—and township in the union, should be tied together by means of the post-office. This is the true non-electric wire of government. It is the only means of conveying heat and light to every individual in the federal commonwealth. Sweden lost her liberties, says the abbe Raynal, because her citizens were so scattered, that they had no means of acting in concert with each other. It should be a constant injunction to the postmasters, to convey newspapers free of all charge for postage. They are not only the vehicles of knowledge and intelligence, but the centinels of the liberties of our country.

Benjamin Rush, “Address to the People of the United States,” 1787. Rush made the linkage of liberty and a free press–conveyed to the people via the subsidy of free postage–a part of his campaign to secure adoption of an American constitution.16



The way to prevent these irregular interpositions of the people is to give them full information of their affairs thro’ the channel of the public papers, and to contrive that those papers should penetrate the whole mass of the people. The basis of our governments being the opinion of the people, the very first object should be to keep that right; and were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.  But I should mean that every man should receive those papers and be capable of reading them.

Thomas Jefferson, 1787, arguing both for a free press and for the postal subsidy that would mean that “every man should receive those papers.”17



For my part I entertain a high idea of the utility of periodical publications; insomuch as I could heartily desire, copies of ... magazines, as well as common Gazettes, might be spread through every city, town, and village in the United States. I consider such vehicles of knowledge more happily calculated than any other to preserve the liberty, stimulate the industry, and ameliorate the morals of a free and enlightened people.

George Washington, 1788, arguing not just for a free press but for systems to guarantee that “magazines, as well as common Gazettes, might be spread through every city, town, and village in the United States.”18



Public opinion sets bounds to every government, and is the real sovereign in every free one ...

The larger a country, the less easy for its real opinion to be ascertained, and the less difficult to be counterfeited; when ascertained or presumed, the more respectable it is in the eyes of individuals. This is favorable to the authority of government. For the same reason, the more extensive a country, the more insignificant is each individual in his own eyes. This may be unfavorable to liberty.

Whatever facilitates a general intercourse of sentiments, as good roads, domestic commerce, a free press, and particularly a circulation of newspapers through the entire body of the people, and Representatives going from, and returning among every part of them, is equivalent to a contraction of territorial limits, and is favorable to liberty, where these may be too extensive.

James Madison, 1791. Arguing for postal subsidies, the father of the Constitution recognized that the free-press protection in the Bill of Rights was made real by policies that promoted “a circulation of newspapers through the entire body of the people.”19



I can not forbear to recommend a repeal of the tax on the transportation of public prints. There is no resource so firm for the Government of the United States as the affections of the people, guided by an enlightened policy; and to this primary good nothing can conduce more than a faithful representation of public proceedings, diffused without restraint throughout the United States.

George Washington, 1793. In his fifth address to the nation as its first president, Washington sided with those who supported the free distribution of news reports on government affairs “without restraint throughout the United States.”20



Weighing all probabilities of expense as well as of income, there is reasonable ground of confidence that we may now safely dispense with . . . the postage on news papers . . . to facilitate the progress of information.

Thomas Jefferson, 1801, from his first annual message as president to the Congress and the American people. Eliminating postage costs was seen by democrats as an essential guarantee that a free press would be available to all.21



(We have become) a nation of newspaper readers.

Portfolio, 1801. This prominent Philadelphia newspaper celebrated the growth in American publishing that resulted from postal and governmental subsidies. In this time, “Under the fostering arm of the government, the press enjoyed special privileges accorded to no other genre of print . . . in the United States news was potentially accessible to all.”22







Appendix 2

Ike, MacArthur and the Forging of a Free and Independent Press

The U.S. government has played a critical role in the creation and nurturing to strength of some of the most vibrant media systems on the planet—media systems that are adjusting to threats from the Internet and surviving the global financial meltdown relatively intact. The only problem is that they aren’t operating in the United States. Confused? So were we, until we made the acquaintance of a certain General Dwight David Eisenhower. Historian Stephen Ambrose called Eisenhower to our attention some years ago, suggesting, “Ike started more newspapers than William Randolph Hearst.”1 Ambrose hinted at what he was talking about in one of his most compelling books on the supreme commander of Allied forces, writing of how, in the summer of 1945, Eisenhower “called in German reporters and told them he wanted a free press. If he made decisions that they disagreed with, he wanted them to say so in print. The reporters, having been under the Nazi regime since 1933, were astonished that the man who had directed their conquest could invite such criticism.”2

In fact, Eisenhower did a lot more than invite such criticism. He facilitated it, as did General Douglas MacArthur during the period when he served as supreme commander of the Allied powers in Japan.

Let’s put this in context: imagine if the invasion and occupation of Iraq had been a genuinely international endeavor that had broad support  and clearly defined goals. Then, imagine if, instead of being guided by neoconservative fantasists with their haphazard schemes and corrupt cronies, the occupation of Iraq had been organized by people who really were serious about creating a vibrant and fully functional democracy. Imagine if teams of Arab and Muslim democrats had been given the structural support and resources to start new media with a charge to tell it like it is, rather than L. Paul Bremer’s edicts—which one Iraqi editor interpreted as: “In other words, if you’re not with America, you’re with Saddam”—and you can begin to get the picture.3

Our point here is not to compare occupations. Rather, it is to suggest that the story of how Eisenhower and MacArthur used the power of the U.S. military to develop free and freewheeling press systems in post–World War II Germany and Japan offers useful insights about the prospect for successful government interventions in times of crisis for the purpose of creating media that encourage and sustain democracy. We would not suggest that the generals in Germany and Japan did everything right (there is much to criticize in any occupation by one land of another), and we are especially conscious of the excesses of censorship.4 Indeed, as the Cold War developed in the late 1940s it led to unwarranted U.S. abuses against the Left, especially in Japan.5 Nor would we attempt to suggest that circumstances in the United States today are comparable with those in Germany and Japan in the tenuous days after the fall of Adolf Hitler and Hideki Tôjô—fascists whose tenures illustrated the ease with which a free press can become a propaganda tool. But we think it is more than merely instructive that within the lifetimes of many living Americans (and virtually all of our parents and grandparents), the United States successfully initiated what one of Ike’s top aides correctly referred to as “the biggest newspaper enterprise in the world.”6

At a critical juncture, when American officials were faced with the daunting task of building functional democracies in occupied lands that had seen their civic and political infrastructures obliterated by fascist regimes, Dwight Eisenhower and Douglas MacArthur—with muscular encouragement from Harry Truman—used the authority and resources of the U.S. government to establish media systems with competitive, at times combative, newspapers and independent broadcasting networks.

At the heart of the project was an understanding that a free press and broadcasting system were essential to the renewal and maintenance of a healthy democracy, and that at the core of that system had to be independent, well-trained and well-compensated journalists who understood their communities and countries, responded to the concerns of their readers and listeners and were prepared to challenge official and commercial propaganda and censorship. Nothing was left to chance. Ike and Mac did not wait for “the market” to come up with fixes; the work of establishing “a free and independent press” was too vital a task for that. 7

These lessons are vital to the current debate over the future of journalism in the United States, which occurs at another critical juncture. We think it is important to reflect on them in detail—not merely for instruction on what the United States has done in the past but also in hopes of tapping into the spirit of the initiative. Our task is different from that undertaken by Eisenhower and MacArthur. But we employ their story with the purpose of getting Americans thinking more seriously about the role of the state in fostering the sort of robust journalism that is as necessary today as it was in the postwar moment.

In the years following World War II, the United States essentially governed a portion of Germany (other sections of the defeated nation were controlled by the British, French and Soviets) and all of Japan. These occupations had as their stated purposes the “reconstruction” of formerly fascist states “on a democratic basis.”8 Essential to the project, Eisenhower and MacArthur both understood, was the establishment not just of constitutional protections for a free press but of an actual free press.

So vital was the link between the establishment of a functional press system and democratic renewal that, well before VE Day, as U.S. troops battled their way into Germany, they came with orders to preserve printing plants and to move immediately to help anti-Nazi Germans establish local newspapers. That process began when Aachener Nachrichten rolled off the presses in January 1945, in Aachen, the first German city to be captured by the advancing Allied forces. Four thousand Germans had defied Nazi evacuation orders and remained in the city, which for months after the arrival of the U.S. troops was such a dangerous place that the lawyer who was appointed as the city’s first non-Nazi mayor in more than  a decade, Franz Oppenhoff, was murdered by a team of SS men and Hitler Youth parachuted in under orders from Heinrich Himmler to kill “collaborationists.” 9 Aachen was so violent and unstable, in fact, that the name of the anti-fascist publisher of Aachener Nachrichten was for a time kept secret in order to protect him from assassination.10 Yet, the publisher and his small team of reporters and editors knew their mission as they put the four-page paper out each week and rapidly built a circulation of 20,000 in the region along the Dutch and Belgian borders. “The attempt was to establish real news, not Military Government gazettes, since otherwise the papers would soon discredit themselves with the German people,” explained an official report by the U.S. military overseers of the project. “They are German newspapers and the publishers from the first have been told that they were working toward the time when Germany would have a completely free press.”11

The roots of this initiative—and of the notion that a United States that wanted to advance President Franklin Roosevelt’s “four freedoms” in a postwar world would have to take a hands-on approach to the development of the sort of free and independent media that nurtures democracy—had been planted years earlier by Kent Cooper, the longtime general manager of the Associated Press.12 Cooper was one of America’s highest-profile newsmen, a genuinely “dominant figure in world journalism” from the 1920s to the 1950s.13 In the aftermath of World War I, as an AP manager, Cooper was in Paris when the Versailles Treaty was being crafted. He argued aggressively for inclusion of a clause guaranteeing worldwide freedom of the press and actually earned the support of Colonel Edward M. House, who at the time was President Woodrow Wilson’s foreign-policy adviser.14 Cooper’s codicil was left out of the final peace agreement, but the AP man kept pressing the point.

During World War II, Cooper penned a series of essays on what he saw as the necessity of promoting free and independent media in the postwar era as part of any broader initiative to maintain peace and spread democracy.15 “The deep night that blotted out the truth need not fall on any country again, nor need there be maintained in most countries a murky twilight as far as knowledge of other peoples is concerned. Since it has been proved that poisoned news can generate a war,  its antithesis, truthful news, should have a chance to prove that it can maintain the peace,” wrote Cooper shortly before VE Day. “Truthful news and a free press can do more than anything to avert war, but the acceptance of both must be real and sincere, not lip service paid to the ideals of a free press in countries which pride themselves on democratic institutions.”16 Translation: This is going to take some heavy lifting on the part of the Allies.

The man who was often described as a “no-nonsense journalist” and a “hard-headed realist” met with presidents, prime ministers, cabinet secretaries and generals, as well as editors and publishers, to promote the vision.17 He had considerable success in shaping the ideas of Roosevelt, with whom he corresponded regularly, and Secretary of State Cordell Hull.18 It was Hull who got the 1943 Moscow conference on post-fascist Italy to agree to this statement: “Freedom of speech, of religious worship, of political belief, of press and of public meeting shall be restored in full measure to the Italian people.”19 That move led Edwin L. James, the managing editor of The New York Times, to declare: “The matter of a free press is now on the peace table agenda.”20

But what made this commitment “real and sincere, not lip service” was the determination of key players at the highest levels of government. Generals Eisenhower and MacArthur, in particular, were given remarkable leeway in their commands to commit energy and resources to the development of newspapers, magazines and radio networks at points when Allied forces were still battling for control of Germany and Japan. The linkage between journalism and democracy was well understood, and official involvement in the development of free and independent media was recognized as necessary to the work of establishing the infrastructure of democratic renewal. “The program planned in the field of press before V-E Day was based on the fact that the Nazis had crushed the opposition press; forced democratic editors, journalists and publishers into exile, retirement or concentration camps; acquired financial control of newspapers and press facilities; dictated the make-up of content of papers, and channeled all news through governmental or semi-official press agencies,” the Americans observed. Hence the first step was to “wipe out the propaganda press which the Nazis had set up and to suspend or  abolish the approximately 1,500 Nazi newspapers still being published up to V-E Day.”21

Then came the hard part. Eisenhower and his lieutenants—like MacArthur and his lieutenants in Japan, who referred to their work as “nursing Japanese newspapers”—were not about to leave the restructuring of old media and the development of new media to the market.22 They were not going to roll the dice and hope some rich guys would think it profitable to start establishing new newspapers and radio stations; after all, the rich guys had in many cases been willing collaborators with the fascists.23

In Japan, MacArthur found newsmen in his ranks, like Major Daniel Imboden, a former reporter and editor from California, and sent them into the newsrooms of existing papers. Their mandate was to “[lecture] Japanese editors and reporters three times weekly on how to run an honest newspaper”—lesson one: don’t “follow the leader”; question, challenge and prod officials.24 The lessons took when, after an autobiography of MacArthur became a runaway best seller and letter writers began to describe the general as “a living god,” the Nippon Times editorialized in 1946:If the conception of government is something imposed upon the people by an outstanding god, great man or leader is not rectified, democratic government is likely to be wrecked. We fear the day after MacArthur’s withdrawal, that some living god might be searched out to bring the sort of dictatorship that made the Pacific War . . . The way to express the gratitude of the Japanese people toward General MacArthur for the wisdom with which he is managing post-war Japan and for his efforts to democratize the nation is not to worship him as a god but to cast away the servile spirit and gain the self-respect that would not bow its head to anybody.25





In Germany, where the Nazis had integrated their propaganda network far more deeply into the old newspapers and radio networks than in Japan, the work of creating a new media system required a more ambitious intervention. Thus, “expert teams began the search for democratically-minded editors, journalists and publishers and seized Nazi printing plants, newsprint and news facilities.”26

At Aachen, a socialist printer named Heinrich Hollands who had resisted the Nazis was given the license to publish the first post-Nazi newspaper. 27 He was assisted by a team of European journalists and intellectuals, many of them with Jewish backgrounds, who had fled to the United States in the 1930s or 1940s and returned as U.S. Army officers or aides. Chief among these was Major Hans Habe, a former Austrian newspaperman who had been briefly imprisoned by the Germans before escaping, making his way to the United States. In exile Habe penned an account of the German invasion of France, A Thousand Shall Fall, which sold more than 3 million copies and was made into a Hollywood film. Habe hit the ground running in Germany, with a theory about the importance of staffing the country’s new newspapers with writers and editors who would not lecture Germans on how to be democrats but would rather make real the promise of democratic life by publishing diverse and dissenting ideas in competing journals.28 Habe rallied refugee journalists, many of them socialists and communists, and survivors of the concentration camps to staff his “chain” of newspapers that within a year after VE Day would number 18.

The Austrian Jewish journalist Ernest Landau recalled Habe showing up at the displaced-persons camp at Feldafing and declaring: “You have nothing more to lose in this camp. We’re starting a newspaper in Munich. That’s where you belong. We need people like you.” Within days, Landau was effectively employed—thanks to the U.S. military—as a journalist, restarting a career that would eventually see him become editor in chief of the newspaper Neue Welt and then an editor at Bayerische Rundfunk (Bavarian Radio)29—both projects developed by the U.S. authorities.

Landau became one of the thousands of German and Japanese journalists who were given jobs in some cases and kept in jobs in others by what TIME magazine referred to in a headline about the project as: “Uncle Sam, Publisher.”30 Staffs on the papers in Germany and Japan were described by U.S. journalists as “astonishingly” large. Though newsprint shortages often restricted the number of pages in the editions of German papers to four or six—and sometimes of Japanese papers to just one—the numbers of reporters and editors hired onto the new papers in Germany and the restructured old papers of Japan were massive by U.S. and  British standards. The theory was that, particularly at so contentious a moment, when both countries were in the thick of definitional debates over constitutional matters and the run-up to initial free elections, papers needed massive staffs to cover every side of every story.31

Some of the greatest German journalists, who had lost their jobs under the Nazis, got them back under Uncle Sam. They found themselves working out of the same buildings and using the same presses that they had before their papers were first censored, then sanctioned and finally shuttered by Hitler. Now they were under explicit orders to “build an objective, free democratic press.”32

The American plan, from the start, was to evolve a free and independent press that would be owned by Germans. But in the immediate aftermath of World War II, in an exceptionally unstable country with millions of displaced people, a ruined economy and varying occupying powers competing for turf, the Americans ran newspapers as what General Lucius Clay referred to as “quasi-public institutions.” Initial plans to tightly censor and control the press were abandoned so that, in Clay’s words, “there should be a free flow of information to the people of Germany, particularly on matters connected with the building of democratic government.” 33 This cost a great deal of money—the Americans secured printing plants and newsprint and set up distribution networks and then got about the work of establishing independent radio stations in the various German states under U.S. control.34 The State Department authorized establishment of a revolving capital fund of $3.5 million to provide loans to German papers—and a number of other financial and structural supports were put in place to help the free and independent newspapers consolidate their positions and guard against financial takeover by neo-Nazis.35 Some newspapers, such as Hans Habe’s Die Neue Zeitung, were directly subsidized.

The Americans were explicit about their mission. As in Japan under MacArthur, in Germany it was: “To use the authority of Military Government to strengthen the economic and community position of the democratic press and safeguard it as far as possible against attempts to destroy it in order to revive a press more to the liking of Nazis, militarists, racists and nationalists, and groups whose special interests demand a subservient  press.”36 To insure diversity of opinion was represented, the Americans chose several newspaper licensees in a given community so Germans had access to “varying political points of view rather than a single licensee with a single point of view.” In Aachen, a year after the first license went to a socialist, U.S. authorities authorized the establishment of a second newspaper by the more conservative burghers of the community.37

Perhaps most important, financial structures were developed to assure that the newspapers could become and remain self-sustaining. From 1945 on, all newspapers were required to pay 20 percent of their gross receipts into a dedicated fund. This fund eventually contained RM 58,000,000 when payments were stopped. At that point, the fund began making grants to individual newspapers and to a cooperative that had been established to help newspapers acquire printing plants and equipment. This was all part of a strategy—in which the U.S. military intervened frequently to force owners of printing plants who had in many cases obtained their concessions from the Nazis to negotiate fair long-term agreements to publish newspapers and magazines offering a range of political and ideological perspectives.38

In the area of broadcasting, it was determined that the best way to protect against the return of the old Reichsrundfunk (“Imperial Broadcasting”) propaganda model was to develop public radio and later television networks in the various German states. This decentralized model fostered the creation of strong individual broadcasting agencies for most German states—so that there would be no one-size-fits-all control of content from the national capital—and protected them from government interference and economic dependence on advertisers by assuring that most of the funding came from license fees from radio and TV owners. The funding scheme owed much to structures set up to develop Britain’s BBC and reflected the influence of the British occupation forces in Germany on their American counterparts.39

There were disputes about censorship, access to newsprint and a thousand other issues in Germany, as there were in Japan.40 Even as the U.S. authorities put editors on their “own responsibility,” there were still clashes, some of them journalistic, some of them extensions of the broader political tensions associated with the occupations.41 But several  of the greatest challenges came from Washington, where officials who favored “hard occupations”—rigorously controlling the discourse—bristled at the tendency of German and Japanese newspapers to criticize U.S. officials and policies.

The first great test came just weeks after VE Day, when Elmer Davis, the Washington-based director of the Office of War Information, issued an order imposing a news blackout on Germany. “The reason is very simple,” said Davis. “Germany is a sick man. He now can have only what the doctors prescribe.” General Eisenhower cabled the White House immediately to object, and several days later President Truman opened a press conference by saying that the first issue of the day would be the vital matter of press freedom in Germany. “General Eisenhower has advised me that he has issued no policy or order (restricting communications). The general has expressed the personal opinion that a free press and a free flow of information and ideas should prevail in Germany,” said Truman, who concluded, “I agree with General Eisenhower.”42

So, it appears, did a great many Germans. Within a year after VE Day, Major Hans Habe was in Washington celebrating the “terrific response” of the Germans to the paper he was editing at the time, Die Neue Zeitung. Habe delighted in noting his paper was being printed on the formerly Nazi-controlled presses that published the first editions of his arch nemesis Hitler’s Mein Kampf. The Munich-based Die Neue Zeitung had achieved a circulation of 1.6 million and was receiving an average of 1,100 letters to the editor each day—some critical of the U.S. occupation, some supportive, most reflecting on the day-to-day challenges of shaping the new Germany. “It was the objectivity of the American-controlled newspaper, reflected in the release of news not necessarily favorable to the Allies that made the deepest impression on the German readers,” Habe told The New York Times.43

There would be additional battles, especially when Cold War sentiments gave rise to objections from Washington about the U.S. military putting communists and socialists in the news business. By 1950, as tensions heightened on the Korean Peninsula, MacArthur was aggressively cracking down on the Japanese Communist Party newspaper, Akhata (Red Flag), with the general effectively acknowledging that his actions  were “violative of the broad philosophy which has guided the development of the free press in Japan.”44 In 1953, U.S. Senator Joe McCarthy crusaded generally against aid to German papers and specifically against what he alleged was a $3 million annual allocation for Hans Habe’s old paper, Die Neue Zeitung, complaining in a letter to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles that “one of the most heavily subsidized papers is as of today run by a Communist editor.” As with many of McCarthy’s charges, this one was unfounded. But Die Neue Zeitung did criticize U.S. policies, treat dissenting and dissident political views with respect and, at its best, operate like the sort of “free and independent” newspaper Eisenhower had said he wanted. Responding to McCarthy, The New York Times would editorialize that the project “to help a really free press strike firm roots in German soil . . . has been a good investment.”45

In other words, Joe McCarthy’s griping aside, by the time the United States military dialed down the occupations of Germany and Japan in the early 1950s, remarkably vibrant free and independent media systems were in place—along with functioning democracies. “West Germany, a nation without a single operating newspaper at war’s end, last week boasted 1,497 dailies and greater press freedom than at any other time in its history,” observed TIME magazine in 1957. “As newspapers throughout the country noted their tenth anniversaries, they reported that circulation (total: 17.3 million) and advertising revenues were also at record peaks.”46 By the 1960s, U.S. publications were profiling Japanese newspapers as the most successful print publications in the world.

The media systems developed by the United States proved to be flexible enough to grow and evolve along democratic lines—with commercial sectors sufficiently vibrant to excite the most ambitious free marketer and space for cooperative and public-service ventures. Some of the newspapers and magazines created with assistance from the U.S. forces failed, and many new publications were created in the years after the “German Treaty” of 1955 officially ended the occupation. For example, Berlin’s respected Left-leaning daily newspaper, Die Tageszeitung (taz), was launched in 1978 and remains a muscular player in the local and national discourse, a scenario virtually unimaginable in the United States. Then there is the remarkable story of Berliner Zeitung, an old East German  newspaper that after the fall of the wall transformed itself into a popular national daily that styles itself as “Germany’s Washington Post.”

The durability of the institutions and the structures the United States put in place in the late 1950s is easily observed—Aachener Nachrichten, the first paper started by the Americans, is still going strong, as are dozens of others. The systems were so durable, in fact, that in 2008 and 2009, when U.S. reporters went looking for models of media systems where newspapers were surviving—and in some cases even thriving—they found them in Germany and Japan. In the summer of 2008, as American newsrooms were imploding, Business Week headlined a story from Germany: “Where Newspapers Are Thriving.” And from Japan came headlines like “Newspapers: Still Big in Japan.” A Washington Post foreign correspondent explained:Japanese newspapers are acting surprisingly spry, especially compared with their woebegone peers in the United States, where relentless declines in readership, circulation, advertising and profits have triggered buyouts, layoffs, hiring freezes and cutbacks in reportorial ambition.

Nearly all of this unpleasantness is on hold in Japan, at least for the time being.

While the circulation of U.S. newspapers has dropped more than 15 percent in the past decade, it has slipped just 3.2 percent here. Japan’s five big national dailies have kept nearly all their readers.

The Japanese remain the world’s greatest newspaper buyers, with 624 daily sales per thousand adults. That’s 2 1/2 times greater than in the United States, according to a 2008 estimate by the World Association of Newspapers. Slightly more than one daily newspaper, on average, is delivered to every household in this country. The Yomiuri newspaper, with a circulation of more than 10 million, is the world’s largest daily.

About one in 10 newsroom jobs in the United States has disappeared in the past decade, according to the American Society of Newspaper Editors. The Washington Post has reduced its news staff in recent years by almost a quarter. But in Japan, large-scale layoffs and buyouts of reporters and editors are unheard of. “That is sacred ground,” said Megumi Tomita, director of management and circulation at the Japan Newspaper Publishers & Editors Association. “We haven’t seen any decrease in the number of journalists.47





Remarkably, most of the reports from Germany and Japan, while frequently noting the distinctive journalism ethics of those countries—including a higher regard for keeping reporters and editors on the job—as well as distinctive ownership structures, generally failed to mention the role of the U.S. government in establishing those ethics, structures and approaches.

As Americans wrestle with the question of how to renew and extend journalism that sustains democracy in the 21st century, however, we think it is more important than ever to recognize that our government has experience when it comes to establishing new media systems—and that this experience was forged in crisis. The U.S. government has intervened where the market could not be trusted to produce a free and independent press and a broadcasting system that was neither propagandistic nor deferent to economic special interests. The U.S. government has provided resources and established financial and ownership structures for media that were designed to be both self-sustaining and responsible to the mission of providing citizens with the information they need to be their own governors. Of course, there were missteps and stumbles along the way, indefensible deviations and boneheaded bumbles. But the willingness to intervene in bold and creative ways succeeded because, at the most fundamental level, there was an understanding that the mission could not fail. Kent Cooper, the old AP man, was right then and he’s still right now: truthful news and a free press remain as essential today as ever. What we need today, as was needed in 1945, is a recognition, extending from the grassroots to the highest levels of government, that, “the acceptance of both must be real and sincere, not lip service paid to the ideals of a free press in countries which pride themselves on democratic institutions.”

There are critical junctures where getting beyond “lip service” for the purpose of “help[ing] a really free press strike firm roots” requires an engaged and active government that respects that there will be times when journalism must be supported and sustained by official policies. At a critical juncture in 1945, General Eisenhower understood this, and  so did General MacArthur. And they acted upon it. At a critical juncture today, we need to renew that understanding. And we need to act upon it with the same sense of purpose and recognition that, like Germany and Japan and every other democratic state, America needs a free and independent press.






Appendix 3

Sources for the Book’s Charts

The charts contained in this book provide mostly original evidence of the extent of the current crisis and its roots. For that reason, we determined that it would be wise to add a detailed appendix outlining the sources of the information contained in the charts. We thank our research assistant R. Jamil Jonna of the University of Oregon for guiding our work in this area and preparing this appendix. 



CHAPTER 1, CHART 1. Estimated Workforce in Radio and Television Broadcast Media Per 100,000 People, Selected Years 1982–2009
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Sources: 1982–2002: David H. Weaver, Randal A. Beam, Bonnie J. Brownlee, Paul S. Voakes and Cleveland G. Wilhout, The American Journalist in the 21st Century: U.S. News People at the Dawn of a New Millennium (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2007), p. 2; 2009: Estimated based on Weaver et. al. (2007) and employment trends of Announcers (SOC 27-3011), News Analysts (SOC 27-3021), Editors (SOC 27-3041) and Reporters (SOC 27-3022) in the Radio and Television Broadcasting Industry (NAICS 515100), Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, Occupational Employment Statistics, http://bls.gov/oes/ (accessed 12 June 2009); Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Population for the United States,” various releases, http://census.gov/. 



CHAPTER 1, CHART 2. Total Circulation of Daily Newspapers Per 100,000 People, 1950–2008
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Sources: Business Analysis and Research, Newspaper Association of America (NAA), “Trends and Numbers,” http://www.naa.org/ (accessed May 29, 2009); Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Population for the United States,” various releases, http://census.gov/. 



CHAPTER 1, CHART 3. Percentage of All Media Advertising Going to Newspapers, 1950–2009
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Sources: Newspaper advertising spending: Business Analysis and Research, Newspaper Association of America (NAA), “Trends and Numbers.” Available at http://www.naa.org (accessed May 29, 2009). After 2003, total includes both print and online advertising spending. This is estimated based on the first two quarters; Total advertising spending: 1950–1998: Daniel M. G. Raff, “Advertising expenditures, by medium: 1867–1998,” in Susan B. Carter et al. (eds.), Historical Statistics of the United States, Earliest Times to Present: Millennial Edition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); 1998–2007: Universal McCann, “Historical Cross-Media Ad Expenditures” (Television Bureau of Advertising: TVB Online), http://www.tvb.org/ (accessed June 13, 2009); 2008–2009: forecasted data from Magna Global, “Insider’s Report: Robert Coen Presentation on Advertising Expenditures,” December 2008, p. 3. 



CHAPTER 1, CHART 4. Ratio of Average Salaries of CEOs in Leading News Media Firms to Average Salaries of Editors and Reporters, 1970–2009* (Five-year Avertages, exept 1970)
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1989; “Corporate America’s Most Powerful People: The Pay,” Forbes, May 28, 1990; “The People at the Top of Corporate America,” Forbes, May 20, 1996; “Spoils of Success,” Forbes, May 19, 1997; “How They Got There,” Forbes, May 18, 1998; “The Scorecard,” Forbes, May 17, 1999; “The Top Paid 800 CEOs,” Forbes, May 15, 2000; 2005–2008: Forbes.com (accessed June 24, 2009).

Aside from the U.S. Census, there is no consistent data on the average salaries of editors and reporters from the 1970s to present. Weaver et. al. (2007, Table 3.15, p. 101) provide data from 1970 to 2001, and while they report the median annual salaries of journalists, average salaries are required for this comparison. Incidentally, the census numbers track Weaver et. al. very closely. With some qualifications—see the explanation on ‘estimating the editorial and public relations workforce’ given in chart 6—we believe data from the U.S. census is adequate. Table 3 summarizes our results and compares them with those of Weaver et. al. 



TABLE 3. Detail of Reporter Pay by Year
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Thirteen major public media companies were used as a starting point to gather CEO compensation data: CBS, Cox Enterprises, Disney, E. W. Scripps, Gannett, McClatchy, NBC (General Electric), New York Times, News Corp, Time Warner, Tribune Company, Times Mirror, Washington Post. These companies represent the media industry in its most concentrated form, having merged or taken over numerous other companies. Such extinct companies—when they appeared in the Fortune lists—were used when data was available. For example, Times Mirror and Time Inc. were distinct companies for much of this period, until the formation of Time Warner. Similarly, Disney was not included until it had media interests, even thought it has been a Fortune 500 company for many years. According to the time periods used in this study, Disney was included for the first time in 1996, by which time it had purchased Capital Cities Communications/ABC (prior to their merger, each of the latter companies’ data were used).

What links all of these companies together over time is that they had newsrooms. While it is impossible to obtain CEO compensation data for significantly large private companies, such as Hearst and Advance Publications, we believe this survey is sufficient for our purposes. The actual years surveyed, number of companies used and average CEO pay are detailed in table 3. 



TABLE 3. Detail of CEO Pay by Year



	Year 	Average CEO Pay 	Number of Companies 
	1970	$231,610	5
	1976	$304,616	8
	1977	$385,281	8
	1978	$445,500	8
	1979	$535,050	11
	1980	$615,063	9
	1986	$1,028,600	10
	1987	$1,620,818	11
	1988	$3,014,000	11
	1989	$2,248,083	12
	1990	$1,551,000	12
	1996	$3,398,667	12
	1997	$5,808,417	12
	1998	$8,375,417	12
	1999	$74,348,645	12
	2000	$40,318,600	10
	2005	$8,427,000	10
	2006	$11,400,000	9
	2007	$14,018,750	8
	2008	$17,002,857	7
	2009	$15,590,000	7


CHAPTER 1, CHART 5. Number of Top 500 Firms with Interests in Broadcast News, Newsmagazines or Daily Newspapers, 1960–2008 (Five-year moving averages)
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Sources: Publicly held firms: Fortune 500 listings; Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 10-K Filings; Privately held firms: “The Private Enterprisers: The U.S.’ 60 Largest Private Companies,” Forbes, February 1, 1965; “Private: Keep Out,” Forbes, May 15, 1969; “S.I. Newhouse and Sons: America’s Most Profitable Publisher,” Business Week (Industrial Edition), January 26, 1976; “After Years of Hoarding Cash, Hearst is Spending Big,” Business Week, September 15, 1976; “In Privacy They Thrive,” Forbes, November 1, 1976; William H. Jones and Laird Anderson, “Newhouse Sprawling, Rich, Private.” Washington Post, July 28, 1977, p. D13; “ABC’s Profit Grows 6.7%.” New York Times, July 23, 1982; Martha M. Hamilton, “Inside the Newhouse Empire: Newhouse Outbid Competitors; Newhouse Revenue, Profit Revealed,” Washington Post, October 16, 1983; “RCA Net Rose 45% In Fourth Quarter On 17% Sales Gain” Wall Street Journal (Eastern edition), Jan 24, 1984, p. 1; Stephen Grover, “CBS Profit Fell 53% in Quarter,” Wall Street Journal, February 13, 1985; “The Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, November 18, 1985; “The Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, November 17, 1986; “The Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 14, 1987; “The 400 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 12, 1988; “The 400 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 11, 1989;  “The 400 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 10, 1990; “The 400 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 9, 1991; “The 400 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 7, 1992; “The 400 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 6, 1993; “The 500 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 5, 1994; “The 500 Largest Private Companies in the U.S,” Forbes, December 4, 1995; “America’s Largest Private Companies,” Forbes, 1996–2008 (available online; accessed August 6, 2009); “Gannett Soars 30%; Scripps Net Up 22%,” Financial Post (Toronto, Canada), July 15, 1998.

Media company ownership data were compiled from Forbes or Fortune profiles, Hoover’s Company Profiles, the “Funding Universe” website (http://www.fundinguniverse.com/), individual company websites, and various news sources. The Top 500 firms were determined by revenue, using the Fortune listings as a basis. Forbes’ “largest private companies” lists started in 1985. For previous years, estimates are based on revenue data from scattered sources (cited above); where no data was available, revenue was estimated based on available dates. 



CHAPTER 1, CHART 6. Estimated Employment of Editors, Reporters and Announcers in the Newspaper, Radio and Television Industries, and Public Relations Specialists and Managers Per 100,000 People, 1980–2009*
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Sources: Radio-Television: Weaver et. al. (2007). Figures for 2009 were estimated based on the employment trends of Announcers (SOC 27-3011), News Analysts (SOC 27-3021), Editors (SOC 27-3041) and Reporters (SOC 27-3022) in the Radio and Television Industry (NAICS 51-5100) in the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), Occupational Employment Statistics (OES), U.S. Department of Labor, 2003-2009, http://bls.gov/oes. Also see Chart 1; All other editors and reporters and PR persons: S. Ruggles, et. al, IPUMS. Figures for PR persons in 2009 were estimated based on the employment trends of Public Relations Specialists (SOC 27-3031) and Public Relations Managers (SOC 11-2031), also using the OES series published by the BLS; Population: Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Population for the United States,” various releases, http://census.gov.

Estimating the editorial and public relations workforce: Estimates of the editorial workforce of the U.S. News Media outside of radio and television, as well as those employed in public relations, were made using occupational and industry data recorded in the U.S. Census from 1960 to 2000. We used the following samples: 1960, “1% sample”; 1970, “Form 2 Neighborhood sample”; all subsequent years, “5% sample.” 2001–2009 data are from the American Community Survey (ACS). Census and ACS data was retrieved from the IPUMS database published by the Minnesota Population Center (as cited above). Occupation and industry titles, variable names and variable descriptions are taken directly from the IPUMS online codebooks (see table 1).

To get an accurate estimate of the number of editors and reporters in the newspaper industry it was necessary to add certain conditions to narrow the focus to those employed by major media companies. For example, a census respondent might have reported that they were an “Editor” or “Reporter” in a given year but they might also have been unemployed, part-time, working for the government or a non-profit, or receiving very low pay (and thus unlikely to be working in the mainstream news industry). By controlling for these characteristics, it is possible to estimate the full-time editorial workforce. Similarly, controls restricted public relations specialists to those that were employed full time (see table 2). 



TABLE 1. Occupation and Industry Variables for Each Census Year



	Year 	Occupation 	Industry 
	1960	Editors and Reporters	Newspaper publishing and printing
	1960	Public Relations Men and Publicity Writers	None or Public Administration
	1970	Editors and Reporters	Newspaper publishing and printing
	1970	Public Relations Men and Publicity Writers	None or Public Administration
	1980	Editors and Reporters	Newspaper publishing and printing
	1980	Public Relations Specialists	None or Public Administration
	1990	Editors and Reporters	Newspaper publishing and printing
	1990	Public Relations Specialists or Public Relations Managers
	None or Public Administration or Active Duty Military
	2000–07	Editors or News Analysts, Reporters and Correspondents	Newspaper publishers
	2000–07	Public Relations Specialists or Public Relations Managers	
	None or Public Administration or Active Duty Military


TABLE 2. Variables Used to Estimate the Full Time Editorial Workforce
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A major benefit of utilizing census data is that many additional characteristics are available for each case or respondent. For example, the INCWAGE variable was used to determine the average wage of reporters in chart 4 of chapter 1, in addition to being a control variable. Given the large number of cases that the census provides, narrowing the sample by industry, occupation, and non-response to controls, was not an issue. Indeed, our figures correspond closely with other researchers who have made estimates of the editorial workforce in the U.S. (e.g., Weaver et . al. [2007]). 



CHAPTER 1, CHART 7. Comparative Survey of Political Knowledge, International Hard News
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CHAPTER 1, CHART 8. Comparative Survey of Political Knowledge, Domestic Hard News
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Sources: The charts appear in an unpublished ms: Shanto Iyengar, Kyu Hahn, James Curran, Anker Lund and Inka Morin, “Cross-National Versus Individual-Level Differences in Political Information: A Media Systems Perspective.” Unpublished ms, (Department of Communication, Stanford, 2008). 



CHAPTER 3, CHART 1. Daily, Weekly, Semi-weekly and Tri-weekly Papers, 1750–1850
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Sources: 1830–1850: Alfred McClung Lee, The Daily Newspaper in America (New York: Macmillan, 1937), 718, Table VIII (for 1830 there is no data for semi-weeklies and tri-weeklies so only weeklies and dailies make up “all papers”); 1750–1820: Jeffrey L. Pasley, “The Tyranny of Printers”: Newspaper Politics in the Early American Republic (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2001), 403, Chart 2 (figures are rough estimates based on the chart). 



CHAPTER 3, CHART 2. Print Advertising Per Capita, 1865–1937 (constant 1929 dollars)
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Sources: Neil H. Borden, The Economic Effects of Advertising (Chicago: Richard Irwin, Inc., 1942), 48, Table 1; “The Inflation Calculator.” http://www.westegg.com/inflation/ (accessed February 28, 2009). Figures for total U.S. advertising expenditure become most reliable starting in 1935, when complete census data is available. Before this, analysts have made estimates based on various industry sources. 



CHAPTER 3, CHART 3. Average Number of Daily Newspapers for the Twelve Top Ranked U.S. Cities by Population, 1869–2008
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CHAPTER 3, CHART 4. Average Number of Daily Newspapers in U.S. Cities Ranked Three to Twelve by Population, 1869–2008
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Sources: Newspapers: 1869: Geo. P. Rowell and Co.’s American Newspaper Directory (New York: Geo. P. Rowell & Co., 1869); 1890–1930: N.W. Ayer & Son’s American Newspaper Annual, (Philadelphia: N.W. Ayer and Son, 1890, 1910 and 1930); 1950–2008 : Editor & Publisher International Year Book, (New York: Editor & Publisher Co., published annually) Population: 1869–1990: Michael R. Haines, “Population of Cities with at Least 100,000 Population in 1990: 1790–1990, ”Table Aa832–1033 in Susan B. Carter et. al. (eds.), Historical Statistics of the United States (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); 1990–2008: Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau. “Table 1: Annual Estimates of the Population for Incorporated Places Over 100,000, April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2007” (released July 10, 2008). 



Only daily newspapers were counted and if morning and evening editions differed they were counted separately. For 1930, only newspapers with paid circulation (weekly or Sunday) greater than 10,000 were counted; for 1950, the cutoff was 30,000; and for 1970–2008, the cutoff was 35,000. All specialty papers, such as those covering the bond market, legal or agricultural news, were excluded. For New York, all boroughs (Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens, and Staten Island)—if they appeared separately—were combined to correspond with census figures.

By the 1950s, most “foreign language” and “ethnic” newspapers were printed in English or were bilingual but became weeklies or monthlies. In Editor & Publisher, the titles of the sections listing these papers changed and split over time as a consequence. Only daily newspapers in the following sections were counted: in 1950, “Principle Foreign Language Dailies in the United States”; in 1970, “Principle Foreign Language Dailies in the United States”; in 1990: “Ethnic Newspapers Published in the United States”; and in 2008, “Ethnic,” “Hispanic,” and “Jewish” sections. 



CHAPTER 3, CHART 5. Average Number of Daily Newspapers in the 12 Top Ranked U.S. Cities Per 100,000 People, 1869–2008
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Sources: See source notes to Chapter 3, Charts 3 and 4. 



CHAPTER 4, CHART 1. Global Spending on Public Media, 2007
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Source: Changing Media: Public Interest Policies for the Digital Age (Washington, D.C.: Free Press, 2009), p. 267. 
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