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“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.

 



For more than a decade, we have been researching and writing together. This book draws from that work. But it really began with a cover story we wrote for The Nation magazine early in 2009. The reaction to that article was so overwhelming that we determined to write a book that would expand on the information and ideas contained in the article. Unfortunately, time was not on our side. The crisis was evolving far more rapidly than were ideas for responding to it. So we established a timeline for completing this book that was unreasonable in its brevity and overwhelming in the demands that we had to place our on colleagues, compatriots, friends and families. To write an adequate book in such a time span we required the assistance and feedback of scholars, journalists, elected officials and activists from across the United States and around the world.

The following people gave us research assistance, provoked insights on key points, and in some cases actually read and commented upon chapters of the book. Their contributions to this book are beyond measure, as is our regard for them. Many of these people rank among our closest friends and all of them are true comrades. It is a doozy of a line-up. This book could not possibly exist without their contributions although we alone are responsible for the arguments we make and any flaws in the final product.

Here goes: Craig Aaron, Pat Aufderheide, Marvin Ammori, Ben Bagdikian, C. Edwin Baker, Dean Baker, Randy Baker, Gerald Baldasty,  Patrick Barrett, James Baughman, W. Lance Bennett, Sue Blankman, Frank Blethen, Ryan Blethen, John Robinson Block, Jay Blumler, Mary Bottari, Sister Miriam Brown, Roane Carey, Tim Carpenter, Jessica Clark, Steve Cobble, Bob Cohen, Jeff Cohen, Ana Cohen-Bickford, Jim Conaghan, Congressman John Conyers, Mark Cooper, FCC Commissioner Michael Copps, Matt Crain, James Curran, Sean Michael Dargan, Phil Donahue, Laura Dresser, Diane Farsetta, Laura Flanders, Linda Foley, John Bellamy “Duke” Foster, Laura Frank, Bob Garfield, Ed Garvey, Amy Goodman, Linda Gordon, Glenn Greenwald, Peter Hart, Chris Hedges, Edward S. Herman, Hannah Holleman, James Holm, Brent Hueth, Arianna Huffington, Shanto Iyengar, Richard John, Mark Jurkowitz, Rick Karr, Richard Kielbowicz, Richard Kim, Naomi Klein, Deepa Kumar, Barbara Lawton, Chuck Lewis, Mark Lloyd, Gary Lucas, Bernie Lunzer, Loren Lynch, Adam Lynn, Ben Manski, Josh Marshall, Christopher Martin, Robert W.T. Martin, Mark Crispin Miller, Ralph Nader, Victor Navasky, John Nerone, Eric Newton, David Nord, Geneva Overholser, Jeffrey Pasley, Sandy Pearlman, Michael Perelman, Victor Pickard, John Randolph, Michael Ravnitzky, Mark Ritchie, Niel Ritchie, Joel Rogers, Matt Rothschild, Senator Bernie Sanders, Jeremy Scahill, Jan Schaffer, Michael Schudson, Ben Scott, Josh Silver, Caroline Sinclair, John “Sly” Slyvester, Patti Smith, J. H. Snider, Matt Sobek, Norman Solomon, Audrey Sprenger, Paul Starr, John Stauber, Vince Stehle, Inger Stole, David Swanson, Rod Tiffen, Derek Turner, Katrina vanden Heuvel, Gore Vidal, Christopher Warren, David H. Weaver, Mark Weisbrot, Aidan White, Bruce Williams, Granville Williams, Scott Wilson, Dave Zweifel.

R. Jamil Jonna did the hard research and prepared the charts in the book and authored Appendix III. He worked insane hours over the summer to help us complete the book. We cannot thank him enough.

Bob thanks Dr. Dale Brashers, his colleagues, and the terrific staff at the Department of Communication at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign for supporting this research. John does the same for Katrina vanden Heuvel and his colleagues at The Nation magazine and Dave Zweifel and his colleagues at The Capital Times. Without institutions with a commitment to fostering a broader and better discourse, books of this sort would not be possible. We are fortunate to be employed by them.

We thank the extraordinary staff of Free Press for leading the fight for journalism, and making this book more than an academic exercise.

We thank our families: Inger Stole, Amy McChesney, and Lucy McChesney for Bob; Harrison and Mary Nichols and Mary Bottari and Whitman Genevieve Nichols Bottari for John. They sacrificed much of 2009 to the words you hold in your hands.

Carl Bromley recruited us to Nation Books, embraced this project and ably guided it to completion. He was the first to see the promise of this project. John Sherer of Basic Books took a personal interest in the book early on, prodding us to be even more ambitious in imagining its potential. Marco Pavia oversaw production and demonstrated a passion for producing a beautiful look. Caitlin Fitzpatrick and Michele Jacob have graciously crafted the marketing and promotional plans for the book. Cait, in particular, went far beyond the call of duty as she pieced together our 2010 North American book tour.

This book is dedicated to two people. David Austin supported not just the cause of media reform but every endeavor (sound or crazed) in which we have engaged over the past decade with an organizer’s flair for pitching in before he was asked, asking wise questions and providing steady support grounded in an understanding that love and solidarity are the same thing. David helped launch each of our books and it saddens us beyond words that his untimely death robs us of the opportunity to share this one with him.

This book is also dedicated to the greatest and most courageous television journalist of our times, and one of the finest persons we have ever known. We desperately need a media system that strongly encourages, rather than discourages, the type of independent, principled and brave journalism he does. As we engage in that battle, his work demonstrates what can be done and what we are fighting for. Indeed, when we are asked to provide an example of the journalism we seek, we respond not with a long list of prerequisites but with a single name: Bill Moyers.


Bob McChesney & John Nichols 
Madison, Wisconsin 
October 2009






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.
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