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Frome the Directors IONNTHAN LAURENCE

This has proven to be a
challenging century for
constitutional =~ democra-
cies. In the fifteen years
since the Clough Center
for the Study of Consti-
tutional Democracy was
established, a series of
- crises have the rattled
public confidence in representative govern-
ment. There are complex origins to the eco-
nomic, geopolitical and electoral challenges
that liberal democracies face. But many today
point to a common factor exacerbating them
all: our changing media environment, and the
loss of broadly credible information sources.

For decades, democratic societies have relied on
the press to inform citizens about their political
system and to keep democratic communication
and deliberation alive. Professional journalists
convey vital facts about the world and its hap-
penings, creating a shared understanding of
reality; they also hold the powerful to account.
Newsprint and television coverage likewise set
the agenda for private and public discussions,
from the kitchen table to the internet feed. At a
time of destabilized narratives and fading insti-
tutional norms, the news media should serve
as an additional set of guardrails, keeping our
democratic societies from veering off course.

But lately, there are signs that journalism is los-
ing its capacity to play this role. Only one-third
of US respondents say they trust the news me-
dia in general, down from around three-fourths
in 1976. For those on the Right of the political
spectrum, that number is down to 14%. Mean-
while, large majorities in democracies around
the world rank the spread of disinformation as a
primary concern. The erosion of trust in media
can partly be traced to the ease with which digi-
tal communications have propagated falsehoods.
But declining public confidence in institutions
as sources of factual information—whether they
be traditional news outlets or scientific authori-
ties—is also the symptom of highly polarized
political systems. As one observer put it recent-
ly, the press has not been silenced in our polit-
ical system; it has been discredited. And if that
is so, the implications for democracy are dire.
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To address these timely issues, the Clough Center
adopted “Journalism and Democracy” as its an-
nual theme for 2022-23. Both the Center’s pro-
gramming, and the research of our student Fel-
lows, have focused upon this topic, culminating
in our March Symposium—and in this volume.
The collaborative work of many Clough Fellows,
it explores the center’s annual theme from a wide
range of disciplinary perspectives, reflecting the
breadth of its contributors’ research interests.
Sometimes in broad strokes, and sometimes in
pointillist detail, the authors investigate how the
dynamics of journalism and democracy have
played out in the past and in the present, from
individual cities in the U.S. to the contemporary
public spheres of Brazil and China. They high-
light the crucial role of the media in every aspect
of democratic life: as a mechanism of political mo-
bilization, a shaper of religious identity, a convey-
er of economic information, and a driver of public
trust in our institutions. The contributions are or-
ganized into three thematic sections: I. Reporting
on the Body Politic; II. Newsprint as Democratic
Fabric; and III. Shaping the Mind of the Citizen.

To complement the Fellows’ essays, this volume
also includes highlights from the Center’s pub-
lic events on “Journalism and Democracy.” First
among these is a keynote address by Michael
Schudson of Columbia Journalism School, one
of the country’s leading media scholars, who
offers a panoramic view of what democracies
should expect—and not expect—from the press
and news media. Next, a journalists’ roundtable
grants a unique transatlantic perspective on the
challenges faced by democracies, and journal-
ists, internationally. It features Tiziana Dearing,
host of Radio Boston on WBUR; Piotr Smolar,
US correspondent for the French newspaper, Le
Monde; and Renée Graham, opinion columnist
at the Boston Globe. Finally, readers can peruse
an interview with Jim Acosta, CNN Anchor and
Chief Domestic Correspondent, who makes an
impassioned plea for truth based on his trying
experiences covering the Trump White House.
Overall, the volume offers a rich sample of the
ideas and dilemmas that motivated this choice
for our annual theme. While its contributors are
sometimes critical of the press, the cumulative ef-
fectis a celebration of journalism’s role in preserv-
ing public conversation and promoting account-
ability in democratic institutions and societies.




WHAT VALUES GUIDE - OR
SHOULD GUIDE -

JOURNALISM IN A DEMOCRACY?

MICHAEL SCHUDSON
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF JOURNALISM

Keynote Address delivered at the Clough Center Workshop,

“Renewing Journalism, Restoring Democracy” (September 2022)

I am asked to reflect on what my studies of
journalism add up to in this age of peril both to
American constitutional democracy and to prin-
ciples that I once believed to be our common
heritage and our common cause of “liberty and
justice for all”. T bring you no magic resolution
of today’s crisis for journalism—or for democ-
racy. I will just try to put a few things in per-
spective as preface to the important year-long
dialogue that the Clough Center has planned.

I once wrote that journalism does or should do
six or seven things to serve democracy. These
are transmitting information, offering political
advocacy, investigating, analyzing, providing a
public forum, conveying social empathy for oth-
er people and groups of people with whom we
share the planet but about whom we know little,
and explaining how constitutional democracy
works. I think mainstream journalism makes
admirable contributions to the first six of these
seven public services. And, I would add, better,
more full-bodied contributions since the 1970s
than at any prior time in American history, nota-
bly, in a commitment to analysis and investiga-
tive reporting. The golden age of both is the past
50 years, more impressive than at any prior time.

The seventh function—explaining how constitu-
tional democracy works—is one the mainstream
press past and present has largely ignored in its
voting-and-elections-centered view of politics.
Much of contemporary governing stands at a
remove from voting and elections. It takes place
in the huge administrative state, in the capaci-
ty of public and private interest groups to seek
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political objectives through lobbying and litiga-
tion; and in the changing role of citizens as they
exercise their political interests 365 days a year
rather than at the voting booth every few years.

Rasmus Kleis Nielsen, director of the Reuters In-
stitute for the Study of Journalism, objected to
my list of six or seven things journalism does for
democracy. He is much closer to working jour-
nalists from all over the world than I am, and
he asked, how about journalism tries to do ONE
thing for democracy and do it well? How about
it provides information to help citizens navigate
the political world? Why don't we urge journal-
ists to do this one thing well for democracy rath-
er than six or seven things badly? I found this an
important objection. I take from Nielsen the gen-
eral caution that we should not inflate the role
of the media either for good or bad, and that it
should not try to do more than it realistically can.

The media matter, in fact, matter more than ever,
but it is damnably difficult to specify just how or
how much. It is also hard to recognize how dra-
matically the practice of journalism has changed




over time. We're in the midst of a huge digital
revolution and, important as it is, it has blind-
ed us, lay people and scholars alike, to how
great have been the changes in journalism that
immediately preceded the digital era. Let me
share a sentence from a reference work on on-
line journalism that gives you the flavor of this
blindness: “it is now clear that newspaper and
print journalism ... cannot continue in the same
way as if nothing has changed in the last twenty
years or so. For almost three hundred years it
followed more or less the same principles, the
same routines of production, the same 24-hour
news rhythm, the same way of addressing its
audiences, the same structures for reporting
the news.” What have media historians been
writing about if nothing of any importance has
changed in the 300-year stretch of Western news
organizations before the digital transformation?

Let me quickly remind you that 1) early news-
papers were weeklies and there was no 24
hour news rhythm, and most printed news was
weeks or months old and randomly assembled;
2) early newspapers had an editor-publish-
er-printer who had a voice but otherwise no one
in the newspaper addressed the audience of ac-
tual readers in a given location at all as there
were no reporters and most news items were
reprinted from other newspapers hundreds or
thousands of miles away, and most printers
did their best to avoid controversy; 3) the sum-
mary lead was invented in the late 19th centu-
ry; interviewing on the record was also of late
19th century origin; 4) objectivity became an
articulate ideal in journalism in the 1920s, not
earlier; and 5) investigative reporting was rare
until the late 1960s and until then practiced
more outside than inside the mainstream press.

So how do we tell the story of American journal-
ism? Once upon a time, in America, a group of
heroes known as “the founding fathers” battled
an evil king to bring forth a democracy. They
recognized the inestimable value of newspapers
for informing citizens about public affairs so
that democracy could work. They wisely encour-
aged the press to engage in fearless reporting
to hold government accountable to the people.
Ever since, despite some ups and downs, U.S.
journalists have done their duty to democracy.
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That story, of course, is a fairy tale. The jour-
nalism that merits our admiration and our
gratitude today is an achievement that the
founding heroes never knew and would not
have recognized. It is a product of 19th- and
20th-century changes in the work that jour-
nalists do. We misunderstand this history.
There is a business history of journalism, and
it is important. There is a technological histo-
ry of journalism, but journalism matters in the
world not because it is commercial (or some-
times non-profit), nor is its influence defined
by print technology or by telecommunications
or by digital technology, or various hybrids.

The journalism that matters most is the prod-
uct of key literary and social practices and cen-
tral professional ideals that emerged in the late
19th and 2oth centuries. Most people in most
countries in the world including the United
States get most of their news from television,
with online news increasingly important. But
most of this news is actually gathered and
produced by newspapers and wire services.
These remain in 2021 the primary producers
of original news reporting. Even when people
access their news from Google or Facebook
or a television network, legacy news organi-
zations—primarily newspapers — originate
the lion’s share of the news people receive,
sometimes at the cost of millions of dollars
and sometimes at the cost of journalists’ lives.

Professional journalists may or may not have
strong political allegiances, but they are invari-
ably committed to a central professional norm,
whether they call it “objectivity” or “fairness” or
“balance.” They put reality before politics. This is
not the only sort of journalism, it is not the only
valuable sort of journalism, but it is the heart
of what makes the whole news industry matter.

The ideal of objectivity came to be an articulated
principle of journalism only in the 1920s. Peo-
ple have loved to attack it ever since. Consider
Rebecca Solnit, a wonderful writer and journal-
ist, who declared, “Objectivity is a fiction that
there is some neutral ground, some political no
man’s land you can hang out in, you and the
mainstream media. Even what you deem wor-
thy to report and whom you quote is a politi-




cal decision.... There is no apolitical, no side-
lines, no neutral ground; we're all engaged.”
Well, at some level, that's true and worth
acknowledging, but it's also deeply incom-
plete as well as cynical. Yes, we all have our
underlying subjectivities. But that’s exactly
why we develop imperfect but pretty effec-
tive ways of holding subjectivity in check, not
only individually but socially and collectively.

I have defended the ideal of objectivity in my
work, and I do so still today, but I am as guilty
as anyone in presenting objectivity as the
reigning monarch in American journalism,
neglecting other values that matter to journal-
ists. What are other loyalties for journalists be-
sides objectivity? I will just take up three here.
First, there is a loyalty that shares the throne
with objectivity — the value of engaging audi-
ences through story-telling. Second, there are
values that I'll call “civility” values that jour-
nalists hold because they are people as well as
journalists. I'll illustrate some of these. And
finally, there are some presuppositional loyal-
ties — to democracy, to national patriotism and
increasingly to diversity and inclusion. I'll focus
on the presuppositional value of democracy.

I. STORYTELLING OR
EMOTIONALITY IN THE
NEWS

Journalists are not and never have been simply
people who inform others about significant new
developments in public affairs in a timely fash-
ion. They are equally people who try to commu-
nicate with people, and that means more than
just dropping news items in their laps. It means
trying to touch people. Most of our news organi-
zations do not provide news “items,” but news
“stories” and stories draw on shared human cul-
ture and speak to the heart as well as the head.

I have noticed myself this dual loyalty, the
two-headed god of journalism, in my years teach-
ing at the Columbia Journalism School. Both the
importance of utter veracity in fact-gathering and
in information dissemination, on the one hand,
and the pride in telling a story well, with pas-
sion and with feeling, and conveying some hu-
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man truths that are in no way subsumed under
the concept of information. In the scholarship
about journalism, this point has been made most
fully by Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, a Danish scholar
who teaches in the UK. She examined the sto-
ries awarded the prestigious Pulitzer Prizes, and
found that the prize winners frequently make
vivid and deeply felt emotional connections to
the news audience. In practice, she found, the US
journalism elite who judge journalism prize com-
petitions emphasize the capacity of a news sto-
ry to touch readers, not simply to inform them.

Let me add simply that journalists not only
often seek in practice to forge an emotional bond
with readers and viewers but also that they use
the word “infotainment” as a term of derision and
abuse. Entertain the audience? How ignoble! How
embarrassing! What a falling off from our serious
and sober enterprise of providing information! In
trying to draw a boundary between serious pro-
fessional journalism and sensational or tabloid
or gutter journalism, leading voices in the field
sometimes in this way deny a vital element in
what they actually do and what they try to achieve.

II. CIVILITY

Journalists often have taken pride in their street
smarts, in their willingness to provoke and to go
to the edge of politeness, of civility. But there is a
history to this, too. Steve Clayman, a sociolinguist
at UCLA, and his colleagues examined in detail
all the questions reporters have asked at presiden-
tial news conferences from 1953 to 2000, look-
ing at how the questions changed over time. And
the direction of change was unmistakable. In the
1950s and into the mid-1960s, the questions were
mild-mannered, deferential, and meek. Beginning
in the late 1960s, they became more aggressive,
with more follow-up questions if the President did
not answer the original question directly. And the
objective of “holding government accountable”
became a central part of journalism - as it simply
had not been earlier. The term “watchdog journal-
ism” does not appear in any books coded by Google
Ngram before 1959 and the term comes into wide-
spread use only in the 1990s. The term “account-
ability journalism” also emerged only in the 1990s.




The most important change in the content of
journalism in my lifetime was not generated by
new technology. It was the shift to a more inves-
tigative and more analytical journalism that is
largely a product of the late 1960s through the
1980s. Most credible observers take journalism
from the 1970s on to be stronger, tougher, more
thoughtful than at any earlier time in U.S. histo-
ry. Major metropolitan daily newspapers publish
more serious investigative work today and since
the 1980s than any of them did before 1970.

Civility is mostly taken for granted in journal-
ism, but in both these respects — civility of def-
erence to elected office-holders and civility of
polite language — journalism changed sharply
somewhere around the late 1960s. The civility of
deference reaffirmed a social and political hier-
archy and it also protected elites from their own
crude behavior and language by simply deleting
it in reports to the general public. In short, jour-
nalists censored themselves. They knew facts
that they omitted—in the service of civility, to put
it in a high-minded way, or to maintain access
to powerful sources, to portray it as self-serving.

In a strict sense, there can be no justification
for this self-censorship. Consider the remarks
of Dean Baquet when he was managing editor
of the Los Angeles Times and made the decision
to go ahead to publish a story on accusations
of sexual harassment against then candidate
for governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger. In a
later interview Baquet observed, “Sometimes
people don’t understand that to not publish
is a big decision for a newspaper and almost
a political act. That’s not an act of journalism.
You're letting your decision-making get cloud-
ed by things that have nothing to do with what
a newspaper is supposed to do.” In a word,
Baquet argues here, politics is one thing and
journalism another. Journalism is not poli-
tics. What gets published gets published be-
cause it is something that has actually been
said or done that journalists deem newsworthy.

IT1. PRESUPPOSITIONAL
VALUES: CONSTITUTIONAL
DEMOCRACY SHOULD BE
PRESERVED
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At different times in U.S. history, the news me-
dia have served democracy in different ways. For
mostofthe1gth century, newspaperswere closely
connected to political parties or factions of politi-
cal parties and they took their job to be advocacy.
It was only in the 20oth century that journalism
appeared to be guided by a sense of profession-
alism, dedicated to advancing the best concept
of truthfulness. And from about 1970 on, jour-
nalism contended that it could and should pres-
ent news with a greater emphasis on analysis
rather than sheer he-said-she-said journalism.

The turn toward partisan politics was large-
ly an urban development. By the latter half of
the 19th century, an urban press was flour-
ishing as a kind of subdivision of the mass
political parties that the U.S. invented a bit
ahead of similar institutions in Europe. As
the urban press grew, partisanship was well
established but journalists were also becom-
ing a self-conscious occupational group.

As such, they began to see themselves as pro-
fessionals, autonomous, and with a degree of
craft knowledge. And in the years after World
War I, journalists wrote ethical codes and
sought at least the trappings of professional-
ism. They claimed their fact-centered practic-
es more loudly and sought to enlarge their in-
dependence from both the state and from the
advertisers — even, to some extent, from the
owners they worked for. They rejected parti-
sanship and emphasized fairness, accuracy,
balance. Their descendants, like Dean Baquet,
insisted that journalism is “not politics.”

That, however, is so only if there is a political
consensus around certain values — that violence,
except in the hands of the state, is to be con-
demned; that politicians and state and federal of-
ficials have an obligation to Constitutional prin-
ciples; that the President should aspire to serve
the public good and not his own personal glory.
This means that there are values that can fairly be
called political that journalists hold. As Kathryn
McGarr argues in a book soon to appear, World
War IT reporters shared a strong belief in the ne-
cessity of internationalism. Washington corre-
spondents were essentially all anti-isolationists




in the years after the war. Their values grew out
of the 1930s and a fear of fascism. Their interna-
tionalist views grew only stronger in the atomic
era. For those covering foreign policy, objectiv-
ity took a back seat to preventing nuclear war.

CONCLUSION

Who really wants journalists to reject all values
except a kind of meek neutrality, passing on
facts of who said what to whom without com-
ment or context? I don’t want journalists to be
neutral about fact-based evidence, constitution-
al democracy, and civility. They should favor the
former two and practice the latter appropriately.

And when a leader or party explicitly embraces
an anti-democratic philosophy or practice and
threatens the existence of democratic rule in
the country, journalism cannot be neutral. If we
reduce journalism to its simplest promise — to
provide news as fully and fairly as possible — the
underlying assumption is that this supports a
democratic politics. US journalists often advance
this as the primary rationale for a free press.

The news media in the US are dedicated to de-
fending and advancing some of the freedoms
that define not democracy but liberal democ-
racy, and notably the cultural standing and le-
gal protections for free speech and a free press.
So news coverage was hostile in 2017 to Presi-
dent Trump’s declaration that the mainstream
news media were the “enemy of the people.”
News organizations and organizations of news
workers both hold deeply that they have obliga-
tions to journalists around the world who are
threatened, attacked, and imprisoned or vio-
lently harmed by governments or others. Ex-
ercising rights of free expression in the service
of a democratic public, the journalists almost
unanimously declare, is what journalism is for.

The founding heroes of the United States ex-
plicitly wanted to establish “republican” govern-
ment, not “democracy”, and they spent much of
their effort in writing the Constitution finding
ways that elected representatives would be able
to check one another, constraining the power of
any one branch or level of government from tyr-
annizing over the others. Indeed, it has been
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cogently argued that the central function
of the press for democracy is the “checking
function”- holding government accountable.

In the end, what do we make of this catalog of
the values journalists hold dear? It suggests that
a field so public and so engaged with the unpre-
dicted and unpredictable, the wild and uncor-
ralled, the events of the day more than eternal
truths, is not going to end up with certainties.
It is not going to end up with a single god but
with multiple deities who sometimes bicker,
who sometimes disagree with one another,
who sometimes do not know where they stand,
and who sometimes undermine themselves
by pretending that their commitment is to ob-
jectivity alone. It's not so simple as that and
journalism is going to be, like life itself, messy.
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JOURNALISM &
GOVERNMENT ADVERTISING

The Relationship Between Corruption,
Democracy, and Human Rights in Brazil

CLAUDIO COLNAGO
BOSTON COLLEGE LAW SCHOOL

ABSTRACT

One of the ways that the government influences media companies is through pub-
lic expenditures on advertisements. This essay analyzes if this way of applying pub-
lic funds is either detrimental to the ideal of independent journalism and/or should be
considered inadmissible under a human rights perspective on democracy. The Amer-
ican Convention of Human Rights (a major legal landmark for the freedom of the
press) is used as a benchmark, with a special focus on the current situation in Brazil.[i]

INTRODUCTION

Government sponsorship of Brazilian media
has long been used to undermine journalistic
independence and create political advantages
for some groups in power. After a brief pre-
sentation of the relevant legal rules for public
advertising in Brazil, this essay will discuss the
specific example of Folha de S. Paulo, the news-
paper with the largest circulation in the country,
and will show that the influx of public money
at different times affected how news was pre-
sented by the newspaper. The essay will then
examine how government subsidies are regu-
lated by the American Convention of Human
Rights, a landmark agreement accepted as a
benchmark in the majority of Latin American
countries, including Brazil. The conclusion
presents some suggestions for dealing with the
problem at the policy level, through a regulato-
ry adjustment—an example that could be fol-
lowed by different countries as a way of avoid-
ing undue political influence over journalism.

GOVERNMENT
ADVERTISING: A PORTRAIT
OF BRAZIL

The current regulation of government expendi-
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tures on advertising in Brazil has roots in the
country’s 1988 constitution. The first paragraph
of Article 37 sets the tone for this regulation by
declaring that “[t]he publicity of the acts, pro-
grams, public works, services and campaigns
of government bodies shall be of educational,
informative or social orientation character, and
shall not contain names, symbols or images
that characterize personal propaganda of gov-
ernment authorities or employees.” Surprising-
ly, despite the fact that Brazil's constitution has
been amended over one hundred times in less
than 35 years, the text of this provision was never
touched, so it has been in full effect since 1988.

At the time of this provision’s enactment, Fed-
eral Statute 6.454, of 19777 already declared that
“li]t is forbidden, throughout the national terri-
tory, to attribute the name of a living person to
a public good, of any nature, belonging to the
Federal Government or to legal entities of its
indirect Administration.” The clear intention of
the new constitutional provision was to prevent
the use of public funds to pursue the person-
al promotion of politicians and their cronies, a
practice that, despite being clearly contrary to a
republican form of government, had been com-
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“had been common for quite a while in Bra-
zil, where the lines distinguishing public and
private have always been blurred.[ii] In such
a context, the rule from Art. 37 seems like
a specific restriction that requires the gov-
ernment to be a non-personalistic political
regime, addressing a problem that was pre-
sented to the Constitutional Assembly, ac-
cording to the prevailing interpretation.][iii]

With every restriction, however, comes some
form of authorization. Regulating the expen-
diture of public funds in advertising was in-
terpreted to mean that such advertising was
allowed, as long as there was no personal pro-
motion of individuals. Although the problem of
misusing of public money to promote individ-
uals, usually politicians, was addressed by this
provision, other challenges arose from the con-
sequences of public spending on advertising.

In his comprehensive study of the future of
the press, Leo Bollinger stated that “...if public
funds are provided, then public control ought
to follow logically,” further asserting that “...
the corruption and distorting power of censor-
ship will manifest itself through controls en-
acted through the use of the public purse.”[iv]
Other scholars have likewise analyzed the ef-
fect of advertisements over editorial indepen-
dence and found that it leads to a clear bias.
[v] Further authors have bluntly affirmed that
many governments use public funds to ma-
nipulate media coverage of the government
itself, especially in nations without free mar-
kets: “In particular, media outlets in countries
from Eastern Europe, former Soviet Union and
the Middle East are the most affected by dis-
criminatory disbursement of public funds.”[vi]

Public money in Brazilian advertising has been
at the origin of many recent political scandals.
The “Mensalio” case, for example, involved
a “votes-for-cash scandal that touched some
of the country’s most senior politicians - and
sent some of them to prison.”[vii] The “Blogs
Sujos” case involved direct payments to digital
influencers so that they would promote opin-
ions favorable to the politicians in power.[viii]
Since President Luiz Indcio “Lula” da Silva’s
first term began in 2003, public investment in
advertisements has expanded considerably. Be-
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tween 2003 and 2009, the amount spent on
advertisements skyrocketed from R$ 796.2 mil-
lion a year to R$ 1.17 billion.[ix] As a result, it
has become common for some Brazilian media
outlets to rely on public money, despite being
privately owned. Jair Bolsonaro was elected Bra-
zil's President in October 2018 for a four-year
term that ended on January 1, 2023. His candi-
dacy for re-election was not successful as da Sa-
liva, who was jailed in 2018 for corruption and
money-laundering, earned more votes than Bol-
sonaro. Living up to an anti-establishment im-
age constructed during his campaign, President
Bolsonaro’s government cut public spending on
advertising. During his term, the amount spent
on advertising was drastically reduced. Bolson-
aro spent a total of R$ 7738 million (as of De-
cember 14, 2022), less than Lula spent in ad-
vertising during his first year as president (even
before factoring inflation from the early 2000s).
With the defeat of Bolsanaro, public spending
on advertising will likely increase again. For
example, a recent reform passed by the Cham-
ber of Deputies (the lower house of Brazil's
parliament) raised the advertisement spend-
ing limits of government-owned companies.

Since journalists’ responsibilities to fairly cov-
er the government (and, at times, criticize
government action) may suffer from the fi-
nancial dependence generated by the influx of
public funds, it is fair to ask what would hap-
pen if such a funding streams were cut off or
severely reduced. The next section of this ar-
ticle will discuss an example of a specific me-
dia company and its coverage of the govern-
ment to provide an answer to this question.

THE INFLUENCE OF PUBLIC
MONEY & BIASED
COVERAGE: THE CASE OF
FOLHA DE S PAULO

Folha de S. Paulo (“Folha”) is the largest Brazil-
ian newspaper, “... with the largest printing and
circulation among national dailies of general
interest.”[xiii] Folha’s Editorial Guidelines offi-
cially state that it seeks “...critical, nonpartisan
and pluralistic journalism.”[xiv] Although this
is how the newspaper frames its coverage for-
mally, this was not realized in practice during
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Bolsonaro’s term: the newspaper was unbalanced, overcritical, and biased in its coverage of
federal government policies. For example, the newspaper created new words to avoid saying
that the economy was improving after the first period of the COVID-19 pandemic (a journal-
ist used the expression “despiora,” which would be something analogous to “un-worsening”
in English).[xv] Conversely, whenever referring to former president (and then-candidate) Lula,
Folha would attenuate many of his controversial utterances, using expressions such as “gaffe”
or “falter.”[xvi] These descriptions of Lula’s remarks can reasonably be considered as a way to
minimize speeches that might seem discriminatory to women and people from the countryside.
The difference in coverage could be linked to the fact that during the Lula presi-
dency, Folha received 185 times more public advertising funds compared to the Bol-
sonaro administration.[xvii] Data obtained by the Communications Secretari-
at of the Presidency of the Republic of Brazil show that the amount received from the
federal government shrank from R$ 213 million (Lula) to R$ 2 million (Bolsonaro):

President Term

Lula 2003-2006

Lula 2007-2010

Dilma 2011-2014

2015-2018

Dilma/Temer

The drastic reduction in public advertising
funds represented in the above table may have
prompted nostalgia for the “good old days” of
Lula and his “Labor Party,” under which public
money was flowing freely to many media out-
lets, including and especially Folha. Even when
compared to the more recent term of Dilma/Te-
mer, the public payments for publicity decreased
significantly. Though other factors may have
also impacted this differential coverage, such
as journalists’ differential political preferences,
this financial discrepancy is significant.[xviii]

The Brazilian case illustrates Michael Sandel’s
central argument in the book What Money Can't
Buy: market incentives end up corrupting moral
obligations. The example Sandel gives refers to
day-care facilities in Israel that sought to address
the problem of parents arriving late to pick up
their children with a market-driven approach: a
fine was created. Instead of decreasing, however,
the number of tardy parents actually increased
(nearly doubled), since the moral responsibility
was converted into a contractual obligation— the
fine was interpreted as a fee.[xix] But the worst
part, according to Sandel, was that “[w]hen, after
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about twelve weeks, the day-care centers elim-
inated the fine, the new, elevated rate of late
arrivals persisted.” Indeed, Sandel continued,
“lo]nce the monetary payment had eroded the
moral obligationtoshowupontime, theold sense
of responsibility proved difficult to revive.”[xx]

The case of Brazil's public funds being siphoned
by media vehicles offers an interesting compar-
ison to Sandel’s example. Unlike the Israeli ex-
ample, the decades-old custom of public adver-
tising in Brazil subverted journalistic objectivity.
The practice of allocating huge sums for adver-
tisements paid by the government was normal-
ized in a way that the institutions addicted to
such financing understood it as ‘the right thing
to do.” Instead of market incentives corrupting
a moral obligation, an economic incentive cor-
rupted a professional pledge of objectivity. The
story of the “secret budget” provides one illus-
tration of this. In a September &8, 2022 piece en-
titled “Learn What the Secret Budget Is and How
it Works” which was published before the first
round of presidential elections, Folha mentioned
the use of the expression “secret budget” in one
of the presidential debates. But any reference
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to a “secret budget” is technically inaccurate:
every part of the federal budget is published in
the Official Journal of the Federal Government.
This is an example of biased coverage.

After the runoff between Bolsonaro and Lula
on October 30, the newspaper dropped the use
of the expression “or¢amento secreto” (“secret
budget”) in favor of the more technical ex-
pression “emendas de relator” (rapporteur’s
amendment).[xxi] Not satisfied with the casuis-
tic (and somewhat opportunistic) change, Folha
made a move that could be drawn from 1984:
around November 4, it retroactively changed
the piece from September 8 (without any edi-
torial notation) in order to defend the newspa-
per’s claim that it never used the expression
in its coverage.[xxii] The term “secret budget”
was replaced by “rapporteur’s amendments” in
the headline, even though the URL still shows
the original text.[xxiii] Later on, Folha’s Om-
budsman criticized the “sudden” change in the
use of the expression and questioned the tim-
ing of the decision: “it makes no sense.”[xxiv]

DEMOCRACY, THE
AMERICAN CONVENTION ON
HUMAN RIGHTS &

GOVERNMENT ADVERTISING

Democracy demands the sincere consideration
of human rights in the formation of public
policy. For this, the American Convention on
Human Rights (ACHR) has been recognized
as a binding legal document by 25 of the 35
members of the Organization of American
States (OAS) and it is a substantial element
of the Inter-American Human Rights System.
[xxv] Such a landmark document was adopted
at the Inter-American Specialized Conference
about Human Rights, held in San José, Costa
Rica, on November 22, 1969. Since then, the
ACHR provisions have sought “... to provide an
exemplar for democratic legal systems found-
ed on the rule of law and human rights.”[xxvi]

Article 13.1 of the ACHR enshrines the right to
“freedom of thought and expression,” guaran-
teeing to everyone the freedom not only to seek,
but also to receive information and ideas of all
kinds. Item 3 goes beyond stating examples of
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improper restriction of such a right, prohib-
iting the “abuse of government controls over
newsprint, radio broadcasting frequencies, or
equipment” and the “imped[ing] the communi-
cation and circulation of ideas and opinions” by
any other means. Also, Article 13 of the Decla-
ration of Principles of Freedom of Expression
(approved by the Inter-American Commision
on Human Rights in October 2000) explicitly
establishes that the “...use of public funds by
the state, the granting of customs duty privi-
leges, the arbitrary and discriminatory place-
ment of official advertising and government
loans; the concession of radio and television
broadcast frequencies, among others, with the
intent to put pressure on and punish or re-
ward and provide privileges to social commu-
nicators and communications media because
of the opinions they express threaten freedom
of expression, and must be explicitly prohibit-
ed by law.”[xxvii] In addition, the OAS param-
eters for interpreting the Declaration of Prin-
ciples of Freedom of Expression provides that
“[tlhe State must refrain from using its power
and public funds in order to punish, reward, or
favor social communicators or the mass media
based on their approach to coverage.”[xxviii]

In light of these OAS provisions, the freedom
to seek information and ideas presupposes
that there is a free medium to publish different
ideas and perspectives. When the government
uses public money to finance media outlets, it
generates a market imbalance, distorting the
freedom to receive information impartially.
This happens two ways: in an environment
where the media has been corrupted by public
funds, there will be either 1) pro-government
discourse (as long as the money keeps coming
in), and 2) critical discourse (as long as the fi-
nancing is withdrawn). Thus, a system wherein
media outlets are corrupted by such dependen-
cy is legally incompatible with the human rights
parameters set by the ACHR, which discusses
the application of Article 2 of the same Conven-
tion: “the States Parties undertake to adopt, in
accordance with their constitutional processes
and the provisions of this Convention, such
legislative or other measures as may be neces-
sary to give effect to those rights or freedoms.”
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CONCLUSION: A PROPOSAL TO REBALANCE THE
MEDIA ENVIRONMENT

The use of public funds to buy advertising in
media outlets must be reformed. It is a practice
that has been common in Brazil for decades
and is even regulated in the country’s consti-
tution, but in practice it undermines important
values and rights. From a values perspective, it
is clear that the use of public money to fund
media outlets can have a corrupting effect on
journalistic independence. If a media outlet is
dependent on the government to fund its ac-
tivities, it runs the risk of becoming a public-
ity agency instead of behaving like a real news
organization. From a legal perspective, there
is a clear incompatibility between such prac-
tices and the right to freedom of expression
protected by Article 13 of the ITACHR, which
is reiterated in the Declaration of Principles
of Freedom of Expression. Consequently, pub-
lic money should not be spent on advertising.

In Brazil's case, Article 37 of its constitution
should be changed or revoked as a way to save
taxpayers money for more appropriate expens-
es. While the procedure for changing the con-
stitution appears to be arduous, the Brazilian
Congress has shown an immense political
knack for doing so: there have been over 130
changes made since 1988. A number of the
constitutional amendments approved in this
period were based on case-by-case concerns
and did not relate to human rights. By revok-
ing the first paragraph of Article 377, Brazil's
Congress would be doing something rare in
its history: rejecting the political interests of
powerful government actors and strengthen-
ing the independence of journalism. Despite
its unlikelihood, it would set a remarkable ex-
ample for other countries in the world that suf-
fer from a similar lack of independent media.
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CENTRAL BANK
COMMUNICATION WITH THE
GENERAL PUBLIC

PIETRO DALIARA
DEPT. OF ECONOMICS

ABSTRACT

In the twentieth century, the Fed and other central banks embarked on a “communications
revolution” by progressively increasing transparency. Following the Global Financial Crisis,
central banks resorted to unconventional policies, including the management of expecta-
tions about the economy’s future. Today, we are amidst a second wave of the communica-
tions revolution: the inclusion of laypeople in the audience. This article surveys the litera-
ture in economics that documents how different channels of central bank communication
lead to different engagements with the general public. Communication with the general
public brings about new issues for monetary policy: market prices do not always aggregate
information, newspapers are imperfect means of communication, and “most people are
not obsessed about the central bank; [...] they would rather watch puppies on YouTube.”[i]

INTRODUCTION

“Good afternoon. Thanks very much for be-
ing here. I know that a number of you will want
to talk about the details of our announcement
today, and I am happy to do that in a few min-
utes. But because monetary policy affects every-
one, I want to start with a plain-English sum-
mary of how the economy is doing, what my
colleagues and I at the Federal Reserve are trying
to do, and why.” Jerome Powell, June 13, 2018.[ii]

The Fed and other central banks used to value
the secrecy of their decision-making process.
Things started to change in the late twentieth
century when prominent central banks in-
creased transparency in a “communications
revolution.”[iii] In the aftermath of the Global
Financial Crisis, central banks resorted to un-
conventional monetary policies, including man-
agement of expectations about the future of the
economy. Today we are experiencing a “second
wave” of the communications revolution: the in-
clusion of laypeople in the audience. Speaking
to the general public is important for modern
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economic policies and for trust in institutions
that are crucial for economic growth. This arti-
cle discusses the main channels through which
central bank communication engages the gen-
eral public, showcasing classical and recent
contributions of the academic literature in the
economic sciences. We categorize these chan-
nels as follows: a Hayekian channel operating
through market prices, anews channel operating
through various news outlets, and a direct chan-
nel governed by the relevant monetary authority.

The Hayekian channel postulates that infor-
mation held by economic actors is reflected by
prevailing prices[iv]. Thus, central bank com-
munication that is already in place — although
directed towards the financial market partici-
pants and not the general public — would reach
everyone by means of market prices. This theo-
retical channel has been shown to exist only in
special circumstances. Moreover, Keynes’s ob-
servation that financial markets resemble “beau-
ty contests” points to the failure of real-world
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markets to aggregate all available information.

Today’s central banks use “layered communi-
cation” to directly reach the public. Inflation
Reports of the Bank of England, for instance,
now include a layer of content that explicitly
targets less-specialized audiences. There are
initial signs of the success of layered commu-
nication, but also criticisms: a central bank
essentially competes with other social me-
dia content for the users’ scarce attention.

Professional journalists simplify central
bank communications and broadcast them
through newspapers, TV channels, and their
social media accounts. This news sharing,
in turn, reaches the general public. Recent
studies have found that when indirect com-
munication occurs through news articles,
the limited credibility of newspapers damp-
ens the effect of direct communication.

BACKGROUND

The Federal Reserve Act mandates that the Fed-
eral Reserve conduct monetary policy “so as
to promote effectively the goals of maximum
employment, stable prices, and moderate long-
term interest rates.” These are shared by other
central banks. Monetary policy does not attain
these goals by having a direct impact on inter-
est rates. Instead, central banks have operating
targets — reserve requirement ratios and very
short-term interest rates, such as the federal
funds rate. There are several channels through
which changes in operating targets made by a
country’s central bank affect the overall econo-
my: interest rates that banks charge on loans,
asset prices, exchange rates, and so forth.[v]

In late December 2008, at the peak of the Glob-
al Financial Crisis, the target for the federal
funds rate was nearly o, and the U.S. economy
would have benefited from a decrease in inter-
est rates. The Fed and other central banks in
similar circumstances resorted to unconven-
tional monetary policies, such as quantitative
easing and so-called forward guidance. Forward
guidance is a monetary policy tool that deals
with central bank communication. During the
Global Financial Crisis, the Fed communicated
that it “likely would keep a highly accommoda-
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tive stance of monetary policy until a marked
improvement in the labor market had been
achieved”, and, as a result: “Short-term inter-
est rates expected to prevail in the future and
longer-term yields on bonds fell in response to
this forward guidance”. This is an example of
a communication that aims to guide people’s
expectations about future monetary policy.
The way in which forward guidance works is
through its impact on the expectation that eco-
nomic actors hold about the future of the econ-
omy. Today’s central banks would like to guide
such expectations, in principle, because several
important economic decisions involve a long
horizon. The textbook example is how long-
term interest rates are set. The rate charged on
a long-term loan, such as the one requested to
buy a house, is not related only to the current
level of the federal funds rate, it takes into ac-
count how the economy is expected to perform
over the entire duration of the loan. As a result,
people’s revision of expectations regarding fu-
ture short-term interest rates affects the level
of long-term interest rates. Modern monetary
policy recognizes that a central bank’s message
about future interest rates and economic out-
looks, as well as changes in the operating tar-
gets, have an impact on people’s expectations.

Blinder, Ehrmann, de Haan and Jansen docu-
ment that the Global Financial Crisis witnessed
a sharp increase in the amount of central bank
communication.[vi] This reflects a trend that
originated a long time ago. Central Banks used
to protect the secrecy of their decision-making
process. In the late twentieth century, however,
things started to change. Starting with the Free-
dom of Information Act of 1966 (FOIA), the
Fed embarked on a new trajectory of increasing
transparency.[vii] The Bank of England and oth-
er major central banks followed a similar devel-
opment.[viii] Economists refer to this change as
a “communications revolution”, which occurred
in the past 70 years. Central bank communica-
tion became one of the many tools of monetary
policy. Alongside standard tools, such as over-
night interbank rates, reserve requirement ra-
tios, and the composition of the central bank’s
own balance sheets, central bankers now use
inflation reports, monthly speeches, Q&A ses-
sions, and so on. A major reason that explains
the utility of the newly-added tool is the find-
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ing that managing the expectations about the
future path of the economy is a powerful aid
in changing current interest rates, which is
in turn used to reach the bank’s policy goals.

In the current “second wave” revolution in cen-
tral banking, the target audience has changed.
[ix] Previously, financial market participants
were the target of central bank communication.
Messaging efforts by the Fed and other central
banks successfully reached financial markets.
[x] Now, however, central banks are also com-
municating with the general public. We know
about the second wave of the communications
revolution from the speeches of prominent cen-
tral bankers. Christine Lagarde, for instance,
made communication with the general public
a priority of her European Central Bank (ECB)
presidency, as per her inauguration speech,
when she said: “The ECB needs to be under-
stood by the markets that transmit its policy,
but it also needs to be understood by the peo-
ple whom it ultimately serves. People need to
know that it is their central bank, and it is mak-
ing policy with their interests at heart. One of
the priorities of my Presidency, if confirmed,
will be to reinforce that bridge with the public”.
Jerome Powell also made explicit his desire to
be heard by the general public, as confirmed by
the initial quote in the present article. Moreover,
many national central banks in the European
Union have institutional Twitter accounts.[xi]

THE HAYEKIAN CHANNEL

We know from the statements and actions of
today’s central bankers that we are witnessing
the second wave of the communications revo-
lution. This change, however, does not need to
be revolutionary: central banks may also use
less innovative tools to talk to the general pub-
lic. Hayek argued that market prices can con-
vey information possessed dispersed into sep-
arate economic actors: “in a system in which
the knowledge of the relevant facts is dispersed
among many people, prices can act to coordi-
nate the separate actions of different people
in the same way as subjective values help the
individual to coordinate the parts of his plan”.
Recently, economists developed tools that make
it possible to accumulate evidence that markets
react to information released by central banks.
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Thus, one channel through which information
released by a central bank reaches the general
public is a Hayekian channel: market partici-
pants gather information made available by the
central bank, market prices aggregate this in-
formation, and the general public observes the
resulting informative market prices. There is a
simple reason why studying this conjecture is
crucial: if prevailing prices convey all available
information, the fact that prices are observable
by the public implies that there is no need to in-
form the public about the economy, after having
informed market participants. Laypeople would
understand what they need to know about the
future state of the economy from, say, the in-
terest rates that they are charged on their loans.

Modern economic research has formalized
Hayek’s intuition, starting from Robert Wil-
son and Paul Milgrom, in what is known as
the large auctions literature.[xii] The essence
of the formal arguments in the literature spur-
ring from these two seminal contributions is as
follows. Perfectly competitive markets are ide-
al markets, where a person’s action has only a
negligible effect on the economy; so if prices ag-
gregate information under perfect competition
there is the possibility that real-world, messy,
market do so too, while if competitive prices fail
to aggregate information there is little hope that
information is aggregated in the real world. In a
standard auction, a seller elicits bids from pro-
spective buyers, and competition among buyers
drives the transaction price down. For instance,
buyer competition may take the form of the so-
called English auction: the buyer who bids the
highest number purchases the object for sale
at their bid price[xiii]. Many real markets do
not have as well-defined rules as, for instance,
the treasury auctions for T-bills, which is sim-
ilar to an English auction with many items for
sale. But the availability of well-defined rules,
data, and some similarities of auctions to re-
al-world markets make auctions an ideal set-
ting where economists can study markets and
then subject their findings to external evidence.
The large auctions literature asks specifically
what happens to auctions when the number
of participants is very large. This mimics com-
petitive markets, given that a bidder’s bid has
only a negligible impact on the price. Large auc-
tions can aggregate all information dispersed
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among bidders, but only in extreme circum-
stances where a tiny portion of buyers know
with certainty the exact value of the object[xiv].

The large auctions approach is useful because it
informs us of circumstances under which even
ideal markets would fail to aggregate informa-
tion. There is another channel through which
prevailing prices may fail to reflect available in-
formation: market participants may act as influ-
enced by “animal spirits”. Today’s economists
use the term “coordination motives” to refer to a
kind of incentive of market participants that pre-
vents information aggregation. Keynes made an
analogy between stock markets and beauty con-
tests, referring to a newspaper contest where
readers are asked to choose the six prettiest fac-
es out of a sample of 100 photographs. The key
rule of the contest is the definition of the win-
ner: whoever chooses the six pictures closest to
the most popular from all submitted lists wins.
As Keynes argues, listing your favorite faces is
not the optimal strategy if you want to win. The
crucial observation is that you win by correctly
anticipating the faces that others will judge pret-
ty. Let’s unpack this observation. A myopic con-
test player would not read through the rules of
the game in detail and list the 6 faces that they
consider the prettiest. A good player recognizes
how the winner is determined and lists their esti-
mates of the 6 prettiest faces of the newspaper’s
readership. Furthermore, a very good player in-
ternalizes what the good players realize — i.e.,
that they, good players, pick their estimates of
the 6 readership’s prettiest faces —, and list the
faces that others estimate that others consider
the prettiest. The reasoning of even better play-
ers iterates ad infinitum. The key phenomenon
at work in coordination-motive models is that
investors underweight their private information
when making their decisions so that prices do
not always aggregate information. Robert Shill-
er argues that today’s investors appear to behave
as in coordination-motive models.[xv] Thus, co-
ordination motives prevent markets from ag-
gregating information that market participants
acquire following central bank communication.

DIRECT COMMUNICATION

In many instances central bankers cannot hope
to communicate solely with market partici-
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pants, and anticipate that information would
trickle down to the general public by means of
real-world markets. (i) Even ideal markets fail to
aggregate information, and (ii) Real-world inves-
tors are guided, also, by coordination motives.
Monetary authorities around the world are al-
ready putting effort into communicating direct-
ly with the general public. Communication with
the general public, made of non-experts, brings
about a problem that communication with fi-
nancial market participants, i.e. experts, does
not feature: the general public has limited infor-
mation processing ability, a.k.a. limited atten-
tion. “Ability” should be understood in a broad
sense: the general public lacks financial litera-
cy, has time constraints, limited attention span
and perceives to have less at stake in economic
terms than, say, managers of investment banks.

A recent attempt to communicate directly with
the public is by the Central Bank of Jamaica. A
video where inflation targeting was explained
with a reggaeton background gathered thou-
sands of views, because “In Jamaica, whether
you're communicating about a glass of juice, or
beer, or you are communicating complex mon-
etary policy, music helps the communication ef-
fort.”[xvi] The video is part of a communication
strategy that includes podcasts, videos and so
forth, which was announced in 2018. Another
systematic effort goes under the name of “lay-
ered communication”. The ECB and the Bank
of England have adopted similar strategies in
order to circumvent the limited attention prob-
lem. Both central banks use a layered informa-
tion structure: a report has a simpler, and less
precise, part, and a complex, and more pre-
cise, part, in order for experts and non-experts
to self-select into the appropriate information
source. As the next quotes demonstrate, mon-
etary authorities intentionally started to use lay-
ered content. According to the November 2021
ECB Economic Bulletin: “The Governing Coun-
cil decided to complement its monetary policy
communication with ‘layered’ communication
[...] A new visual monetary policy statement
was added to explain the ECB’s latest decision
in a more attractive and simpler format, and in
all 24 official EU languages. Using storytelling
techniques, relatable visuals and language, the
visual monetary policy statement aims to make
the ECB’s policy decisions more accessible to
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non-expert audiences across the entire euro
area”. In 2018, Andrew Haldane (then Chief
Economist at the Bank of England) and Mi-
chael McMahon documented that: “In Novem-
ber 2017 the Bank of England launched a new,
broader-interest version of its quarterly Inflation
Report (IR), augmented with new layers of con-
tent aimed explicitly at speaking to a less-spe-
cialist audience. This layered content was
provided alongside the established (more tech-
nical) IR and Monetary Policy Summary.”[xvii]

There are signs of success of layered communi-
cation. The November 2021 ECB Economic Bul-
letin asserts that the new strategy reached the
general public: “Twitter traffic by non-experts
intensifies around the time of the ECB’s press
conference, which suggests that the ECB’s
communication gets noticed and is discussed
by non-experts. This implies that the first nec-
essary step on the way to successful commu-
nication, namely that the sender manages to
reach the intended recipient, is being taken.”
Haldane, Macaulay, and McMachon use a sur-
vey of two groups, one from the general pub-
lic and the other made of graduate students in
economics at the University of Oxford, to con-
clude that “the new layered content is easier to
read and understand, even for technically-ad-
vanced [graduate] students”. [xviii] However,
there is also criticism. Alan Blinder suggests
that any attempt to directly communicate with
the general public has limited power because of
competition: “Central banks will keep trying to
communicate with the general public, as they
should. But for the most part, they will fail. [...]
most people are not obsessed about the central
bank; [...] they would rather watch puppies on
YouTube.”[xix] In particular, direct communi-
cation with the general public can take place
only through already crowded media: social
media that laypeople use for many different
reasons. Any message by the central bank, no
matter how simple and tailored, has to com-
pete with content from professional influenc-
ers for any single bit of a layperson’s attention.

THE MEDIA CHANNEL

Newspaper journalists and social media cre-
ators are professionals who deal with two
tasks in their day-to-day job. First, they sim-
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plify complex messages to make them digest-
ible to a non-specialist audience. Second, they
compete for their readership’s attention. Can
central bankers delegate the two tasks of mes-
sage simplification and competition for at-
tention to professionals, such as journalists?

Even if newspapers may reach households
better than central bank direct communica-
tion, there are some downsides to delegation.
In particular, the impact on people’s beliefs
about the future state of the economy is halved
when going from a direct message to a news-
paper article. Economists exposed American
households to new information about inflation:
households revised their original expectation
about future inflation, but their revision de-
pending on their sources of information.[xx] In
particular, the revision in inflation expectation
after reading the FOMC statement is twice the
revision after being exposed to the coverage of
the same statement by USA Today. In general,
there are three reasons that explain the differ-
ent effects of information exposure: language,
content, and credibility of the source. The USA
Today article that Coibon and coauthors select
uses less technical jargon than FOMC state-
ments, which would make USA Today a more
effective source for expectations revision. Ac-
tually, the “ominous” note in the chosen piece
is even more inducive of expectations revision
than the neutral tone of the FOMC statement.
The content of the two sources of information
is the same. Thus, as Coibon and coauthors
conclude, the sender of the message is the key
factor that explains why newspaper articles have
a dampened impact on expectations revision.

CONCLUSION

We distinguish between two audiences of cen-
tral bank communication: financial market par-
ticipants and the general public. As information
recipients, financial market participants are fi-
nancial literates who pay attention to monetary
policy. There is a vast literature in economics
about central bank communication with market
participants and its successes.[xxi] The general
public is made of people who do not have the
time or interest to learn about today’s mone-
tary policy. Central bank communication with
the general public raises new issues for mon-
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perfect means of communication, and direct communication is hard because people have lim-
ited attention spans. Olivier Coibion and coauthors documented that the content in the tweets
by Olli Rehn, governor of the Bank of Finland, impacts household economic decisions.[xxii] In
particular, when the objectives of monetary policy were included, then Rehn’s tweets are more
impactful than when his tweets simply detailed monetary policy actions. We are likely to witness
continued experimentation in central bank communication in the years to come.
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JOURNALISM,; DEMOCRACY &

OBJECTIVE EMPATTIY

ALEXA DAMAS KA
DEPT: OF SOCIOLOGY

ABSTRACT

The rise in partisan journalism and social media in the United States has led scholars to con-
sider what differentiates journalists from other members of the public who also write about
current events. Journalism scholar Michael Schudson has argued that as political landscapes
shift and sources of news information change, journalists must enter a new phase of profes-
sionalism that he calls “objective empathy.” This article expands the definition of objective
empathy to encompass social empathy as well as interpersonal empathy and provides a cri-
tique of the medical doctor analogy. The analogy of the sociologist is proposed instead, with
the claim that it provides a better toolkit for practicing empathy with sources and cultivating
empathy among consumers. To support this counterpoint, this piece includes an overview of
the sociologist and considers empirical analyses which demonstrate that sociology unique-
ly assists its students with empathy development. Finally, a case study of the San Francisco
Homeless Project is used to examine the importance of robust objective empathy in journal-
ism that is interested in tackling pervasive social issues. The essay concludes that journalists
have an obligation to practice robust objective empathy around social issues like homeless-
ness that threaten our democracy and offer recommendations for steps on the path forward.

SCHUDSON’S OBJECTIVE
EMPHATHY

In pursuit of legitimacy within capitalist and
democratic economies, American journalism
has undergone two stages of professionaliza-
tion throughout the past century, according to
Michael Schudson. During the eighteenth and
much of the nineteenth centuries, journalism
functioned to cultivate normative law-abiding
citizens instead of informed voters.[i] But, by
1923, journalism entered its first stage of pro-
fessionalization after attempts to manipulate
stories to benefit the powerful threatened the
legitimacy of the press. This led to the devel-
opment of a code of ethics which centered ob-
jectivity with fact-based reporting, and helped
establish journalists as authorities on matters
of political importance. The second stage of
professionalization emerged out of the cultur-
al and political shifts that began in the 1960s
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which produced wide-spread skepticism of
authority. As a result, journalists sought to
provide context and analysis of facts to aid in
developing critical reader understandings.[ii]

Since then, threats to the legitimacy of profes-
sional journalism have emerged. Schudson
contends that increased partisanship and social
media can be mediated by a third stage of pro-
fessionalization that includes the addition of
objective empathy. [iii] Objective empathy calls
on journalists to practice interpersonal empathy
such that they temporarily set aside their opin-
ions to tell fact-based stories that inform and
instruct. Examples he provides are women who
are pleased or displeased with their previous
choices to have abortions but set aside their view-
points to understand and relay someone else’s.




He suggests that journalists model this aspect
of their professionalism after the medical doctor
who serves a public function and applies their
expertise to the situations of individual patients.

However, medical doctors have not historical-
ly factored the appropriate amount of context
into their work. They are notorious for fail-
ing to take the social determinants of health
into consideration when treating patients,
especially those who are from marginalized
groups. This has resulted in inadequate care
and the perpetuation of inequity. The lack of
contextualized understandings that this ap-
proach involves renders the medical doctor
an insufficient professional model for jour-
nalists who aim to embody objective empa-
thy that yields truthful storytelling which
supports readers in democratic engagement.

OBJECTIVE EMPATHY AS
INTERPERSONAL & SOCIAL

Schudson’s vision of objective empathy as the
path forward for professional journalism mer-
its further elaboration. A complete definition
of empathy — expanded by the works of psy-
chologists, neuroscientists, and social workers
— would recognize its multiple dimensions,
including interpersonal empathy and social
empathy.[iv] According to these experts, in-
terpersonal empathy encompasses affective
response, cognitive processing and decision
making, and social empathy involves contex-
tualized understandings and feelings of social
responsibility. Social empathy requires both
historical knowledge and information about
how systemic conditions impact individu-
al lives, and is most essential for interpreting
situations that involve disparities and inequi-
ties. In other words, interpersonal empathy
allows for understanding feelings and actions
in immediate circumstances and social em-
pathy allows for their contextualization in the
social structures within which they take place.

Segal specifically cites the news coverage of
Hurricane Katrina as bringing her through
both types of empathy during her struggle to
understand reactions to the disaster, including
looting and other illegal behavior. The initial
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stages of coverage broadcasting the first hours
of the crisis and attempts at survival prompted
her to consider how she would react if she were
a victim of the event.[v] However, her under-
standing of the reactions of victims remained
incomplete until the second stage of coverage
which explained the structural inequalities that
contributed to the magnitude of the crisis, in-
cluding the neglected infrastructure and delib-
erate exclusion from emergency planning of
the primarily low-income Black communities
that were most impacted.[vi] Given the micro-,
meso-, and macro-level dynamics involved in
practicing a complete definition of objective
empathy, journalists would be better served
by the professional analogy of the sociologist.

THE SOCIOLOGIST &
OBJECTIVE EMPATHY

The sociologist aims to understand patterns
of social interaction and its products within
specific contexts using a variety of research
methods to develop theory that assists with
conceptualizing the functionality of society.
Behavior is regarded as influenced primari-
ly by the institutions that individuals operate
within based on how those systems shape op-
portunity and experience. Their methodolog-
ical approaches include both quantitative and
qualitative analysis, like multivariate regres-
sion, computational methods, textual analysis,
historical comparative studies, interviews, and
ethnography. The versatility of the sociolog-
ical toolkit is especially useful since it equips
those who use it with the ability to ask many
different types of questions. Extensive reflec-
tion and guidance exist around these method-
ologies to assist researchers doing sociological
work in their pursuits of knowledge produc-
tion which the journalist could also utilize.

Upon establishing findings about the relation-
ship between individuals and social systems, the
sociologist may relay this newly gained insight
to several audiences, but particularly to other ac-
torsintheacademy. Thisincludes academicsand
students, and empirical work on students has
demonstrated a capacity for sociological under-
standings to cultivate empathy among them.[vii]

24




Central to the field is the concept of the so-
ciological imagination, which is an approach
to interpreting lived experience that prompts
people to “use information and develop rea-
son in order to achieve lucid summations of
what is going on in the world and what may
be happening within themselves.”[viii] Such
structural analysis allows students to make
sense of individual experience as contextual-
ized by the social systems they operate within
and assess the truthfulness of claims made
by those in power. Many sociologists point to
empathy as central to the ability to utilize this
type of imagination and thus it is an essen-
tial skill they aim to develop in the classroom.

Instructors use several techniques to cultivate
sociological imaginations and empathy among
their students. This may include demonstra-
tions of reflexively engaging their own lived
experiences, contemplations of power and
knowledge production processes, exposure to
content that characterizes and deconstructs
marginalized experiences, or exercises that re-
quire students to interrogate their lived experi-
ences in structural contexts and consider what
they would do if they were subjected to sys-
temic violence.[ix] Rockwell demonstrated that
simply participating in an introductory sociolo-
gy course caused increases in student empathy
that were linked to baseline content. This was
especially the case for majors in business, en-
gineering, and the physical sciences whose cur-
ricula does not typically account for social forc-
es in individual outcomes. These classroom
efforts are relevant to the journalist because
they address a public that can be compared to
students in need of assistance developing em-
pathic skills. It is imperative that these struc-
tural explanations not be framed as attempts to
achieve partisan goals since they are the result
of the findings produced by scientific inquiry.

SAN FRANCISCO HOMELESS
PROJECT & OBJECTIVE
EMPATHY

The San Francisco Homeless Project (SFHP) is
an instructive case study for contemplating the
necessary elements of objective empathy. The
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project began in June 2016 when a group of
journalists from 77 media organizations wrote
an open letter to the city.[x] They stated that they
had come together to inspire citizens, activists,
and public and private entities to work togeth-
er to explore solutions to homelessness and
achieve policy change. The journalists qualified
their call to action based on the 6,600 people
in San Francisco experiencing homelessness at
the time of their writing and asserted that they
felt the issue was worsening. The project was
regarded as one of the most innovative news
initiatives of 2016 by the National Press Foun-
dation.[xi] And it remains active, which sug-
gests that it has a unique capacity for growth as
researchers have had opportunities to conduct
analyses of their efforts to assess efficacy and
provide recommendations for improvement.
Several researchers to date have taken the ini-
tiative as their focal point, including Moorhead.

Moorhead conducted content analysis of 977
articles pertaining to homelessness published
by 134 news organizations in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area from December 2015 through
June 2017. Twenty-seven percent of the news
organizations in the study were SFHP partici-
pants and 73% of the outlets were not involved
with the project.[xii] Their research questions
ask how the SFHP impacted the volume of
articles on homelessness and the editorial
frames used in those articles. Prior research
has demonstrated that the frames journalists
use when reporting on homelessness are ei-
ther episodic or thematic, with the former in-
volving individualized narratives and the latter
locating individual circumstances within the
larger systems that shape them.[xiii] They jus-
tify these questions based on the power jour-
nalists have to create cultural narratives when
consistent framing is utilized in reporting and
the lack of research that has been conducted
around cross-sectoral partnerships on home-
lessness involving journalists.[xiv] Important-
ly, they note the increase in collaborations
between media organizations and external
agencies which address issues of resource in-
security that hinder their ability to produce in-
depth content and to document public affairs.

The primary finding of Moorhead’s re-
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search was that the SFHP participants pro-
duced more articles were longer and had more
pictures, but their framing did not differ signifi-
cantly from the non-participant publications.
[xv] Further, the SFHP participants actually
produced more articles that depicted people ex-
periencing homelessness negatively in the six
months leading up to their release of the open
letter, compared to the non-participants. How-
ever, for the duration of the study, both groups
engaged in consistent framing that portrayed
people experiencing homelessness as neutral
(65%), negative (20%) and positive (15%). Rarely
did the articles depict these individuals as mak-
ing reasonable choices or as having strengths
and abilities.[xvi] Instead, the journalists tend-
ed to frame their subjects as either deserving or
undeserving of public assistance. The research-
ers claim this demonstrates good intentions are
not sufficient for developing cultural narratives
that work to address social issues. As such,
they insist that journalists need to fundamen-
tally shift how they report on homelessness.

To accomplish this, in addition to maintain-
ing traditional marketing and public relations
outreach, Moorhead recommends that com-
munity-engaged researchers and practitioners
partner with outlets who are already publishing
stories on homelessness with thematic frames
to identify specific journalists with whom they
can develop lasting partnerships.[xvii] They rec-
ommend that experts look to smaller news or-
ganizations specifically because they produced
most of the thematic content during the study.
The researchers hypothesized this was due to
the journalists’ greater ideological investment
in their organizations, and due to the organiza-
tions’ giving them more choice in their beats.
Further, they insist that focusing on relation-
ships with journalists versus their organiza-
tions is essential given the ongoing consolida-
tion of the field and the high rate of journalists
transferring among the organizations captured
by their data. Moorhead also projected that
with increasing numbers of freelance journal-
ists, some may take on communications roles
at nonprofits. Additionally, the author high-
lighted several expert panels that media orga-
nizations involved in the SFHP assembled to
support journalists in working toward more
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complete understandings of homelessness,
which they argue have the power to maxi-
mize objectivity with appropriate access.[xviii]

Since the SFHP began, the barrier of home-
lessness to comprehensive democratic engage-
ment has grown. In 2020, the Department of
Housing and Urban Development’s point-in-
time count revealed that at least 8,124 people
were living in places not meant for human
inhabitation, including on the streets and in
shelters, in San Francisco.[xix] The city’s total
population increased by .09% from 2016 to
2020 and the population experiencing home-
lessness increased by 18.76%, over 200 times
that amount.[xx] During 2020, the total num-
ber of people experiencing homelessness in
the United States was 580,466, a 5.26% in-
crease from 2016, compared to total popu-
lation growth of 2.67%.[xxi] The COVID-19
pandemic interrupted the industry’s ability to
conduct a comprehensive point-in-time count
during the last two years, but it is set to resume
in January 2023, and the numbers have sure-
ly continued to increase based on the wide-
spread turmoil that has exacerbated resource
insecurity and constrained service provision.
Citizens who are subjected to homelessness
face significant barriers to participating in
democratic processes because addressing basic
needs consumes much of their time, it is diffi-
cult to maintain private possessions without a
private place to store them, and access to infor-
mation to guide voting decisions is limited by
the lack of readily-available internet. If journal-
ists are committed to protecting our democracy,
they must recognize this danger and practice
both interpersonal and social empathy so their
content helps the reader to develop the politi-
cal consciousness, or solidarity, that galvaniz-
es action to address the problem. This means
intentional collaboration with experts to tell
news stories that center the experiences of un-
housed people within the social dynamics that
have contributed to their circumstances and
providing actionable steps forward for readers.
Hopefully, the SFHP will continue to refine
its approach to covering the growing issue of
homelessness toward robust objective empathy,
which social as well as interpersonal empathy.
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CONCLUSION

By practicing a robust definition of objective
empathy, journalists have the power to revi-
talize our democracy. The interpersonal and
social dimensions not only allow them to bet-
ter understand the individuals and organiza-
tions that provide them with narratives and
the narratives themselves, they also support
journalists in conveying those understand-
ings to readers. This approach to storytelling
empowers readers to think critically about
the systems that shape their lives and the
lives of those around them and to take action
to contribute to structural change that bet-
ter supports their communities. These crit-
ical-thinking skills are an essential aspect of
the political consciousness that democracy
requires to function effectively. People must
be able to identify the sources of their experi-
ences in a world that is characterized by social
institutions which they contribute to devel-
oping. They cannot do so without the infor-
mation to contextualize current events. It is
not a partisan effort to tell a complete story,
it is fulfilling the professional mandates of
holding the powerful to account and improv-
ing the lives of their community members.

As outlined by Moorhead, there are practi-
cal barriers to telling stories with the neces-
sary amount of context, including time and
money—resources that sociologists have
more of—which limits the value of the mod-
el. However, the recommendations that fol-
lowed from the SFHP’s analysis can be put
into practice to minimize issues of resource
scarcity. Moorhead’s recommendations re-
volved around actions that community en-
gaged researchers and practitioners can un-
dertake to improve the effectiveness of the
project. This essay, however, written with an
audience of journalists in mind, recommends
that they also seek out community-engaged
researchers and practitioners to support them
in developing the necessary understanding
to tell complete stories and communicate vi-
able solutions. These relationships can then
function like any other information source,
allowing journalists to consistently contextu-
alize individual experiences with the findings
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of experts who dedicate their lives to under-
standing the social systems and outcomes that
shape our democracy. These relationships will
cultivate the robust definition of objective em-
pathy set forth here, which is necessary to es-
tablish the solidarity our democracy needs to
progress among journalists and their readers.
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An appropriate relationship between journalism and democracy requires that the media
abide by high ethical standards. This is the only way to maintain a journalism that is credi-
ble and relevant for democracy. Codes of ethics are a key tool to establish ethical standards
in journalism. However, it has been often debated how codes can be improved and if there
are better ways to set ethical standards. This article examines codes of ethics in journal-
ism, emphasizing a tension between two of their key elements: rules and virtues. The first
section introduces codes of ethics, understanding them in terms of their kind of norma-
tivity and their purpose. The second and main section identifies some arguments against
codes of ethics from the perspective of virtue ethics, as argued by Colombian journalist
Javier Dario Restrepo and British sociologist Nick Couldry. These authors encourage the
adoption of fewer rules in journalism ethics in favor of virtues. For them, the advantage
of a virtue ethics approach would be that virtues are a more general and flexible moral
compass than rules. Virtues are also easier to approach and remember than a list of rules.

INTRODUCTION

Most journalistic undertakings aim, among
other things, to keep power in check and
strive for a stronger democracy. Democrat-
ic societies thus rely heavily on journalism to
learn about and analyze local, regional, and
world affairs. An appropriate relationship be-
tween journalism and democracy requires
that the media abide by high ethical standards.
This is the only way to maintain a journalism
that is credible and relevant for democracy.

A code of ethics is a key tool available to set
ethical journalistic standards . However, it has
often been often debated how codes can be im-
proved and if there are better ways to set those
standards. The general insight that drives this
article is that rules might not be the best theo-
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retical or practical element to define ethics, at
least in our current era. Accordingly, this ar-
ticle examines codes of ethics in journalism,
emphasizing a tension between two of its key
elements: rules and virtues. The first section
introduces codes of ethics, understanding them
in terms of their kind of normativity and their
purpose. The second and main section iden-
tifies some arguments against codes of ethics
from the perspective of virtue ethics, as articu-
lated by Colombian journalist Javier Dario Re-
strepo and British sociologist Nick Couldry.[i]

CODES OF ETHICS:
KIND OF NORMATIVE &
PURPOSE




What is a code of ethics in journalism? One
could initially think about it simply as a list of
rules that can vary from a few paragraphs in
length to dozens of pages.[ii] Those rules ap-
ply to media personalities, including reporters,
editors, and sometimes even media owners.
However, codes can also reach beyond rules
and may include a statement of values or a
declaration of rights for the profession and its
practitioners. In a more complex definition, a
code of ethics is “a declaration of the standards,
ideals, practices and accepted behaviour of the
journalistic profession,” which includes “every-
thing ranging from minimal expectations of
conduct for all journalists to the perceived ide-
als towards which journalists should strive.’”[iii]
Those minimal expectations might range from
basics like not lying, stealing, or causing harm
to more specific journalistic expectations (e.g.,
not accepting gifts from donors who intend
to influence a publication’s editorial line).

In contrast to minimal expectations, ideal rules
can often be impossible to meet for journalists.
Such unrealistic ideal rules may include “nev-
er to accept an assignment contrary to ethics;
always to know the topics well with which they
deal; leave their own opinions out of any re-
port they give; always give several viewpoints;
ceaselessly fight for human rights.”[iv] These
kinds of rules are often in conflict with the fac-
tual conditions for the practice of journalism.
Other rules may have occasional exceptions for
professional reasons. In those cases, the main
goals of journalism may take precedence over
usual procedures. For example, whereas itis not
usually acceptable for a reporter to hide their
identity or intrude on someone’s privacy, that
could be allowed if the story “exposes serious an-
tisocial behavior or threats to public health.”[v]

The normativity of codes of ethics, there-
fore, is far from straightforward. An addi-
tional complication is that minimal expecta-
tions, ideal rules, and rules with occasional
exceptions are not necessarily distinguished
within the code itself. Plausibly, the distinc-
tion between those kinds of rules is not al-
ways easily defined or even stable over time.
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A CODE’S PURPOSE

A thoughtful, well-written code may “crystal-
lize” important ethical guidelines and/or rep-
resent “the collective wisdom that has emerged
from long discussions.”[vij However, what
is the purpose of having these ethical rules
and values written down in a code of ethics?

We can sketch three general purposes. First,
codes of ethics are tools for professionaliza-
tion, professional education, and conscious-
ness-raising. For example, they are useful
for journalism students and practitioners to
identify conflicts of interest or to find guid-
ance when they receive pressure to commit
an unethical act. They are an instrument that
helps “practitioners to understand the na-
ture of their work and relate their practice
into broader moral and ethical values.”[vii]

Second, codes are also a mechanism of media
accountability, not unlike like ombudspersons
or press councils. A code of ethics creates mor-
al pressure, which increases the more the code
is known, both by media professionals and the
public.[viii] Some codes also create sanctions
and disciplinary committees to enforce them.

A third important goal of codes of ethics is to
demonstrate ethical commitment.[ix] Public
dissatisfaction with or mistrust towards me-
dia may lead to state regulation or interven-
tion. This threat toward free media might be
avoided by drafting a code, which could be
seen as a sign of ability for self-regulation.
[x] For credibility and financial viability, it
is also important to demonstrate an ethical
commitment to the public and advertisers.

Of course, these three purposes—profession-
alization and raising consciousness, account-
ability, and public demonstration of ethical
commitment—are not necessarily equally im-
portant in every case. Some critics accuse the
media of hypocritically focusing on the goal
of demonstrating ethical commitment. Codes,
then, would be “largely an exercise in public
relations,” “deliberate window dressing and
camouflage.”[xi] Purpose can also vary over
time; for example, a code that was drafted with
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the main purpose of avoiding state regulation
can become an important ethical reference.[xii]

VALUE ETHICS
APPROACHES

Codes of ethics may make mention of general
values and virtues, but they tend to emphasize
rules—and often prohibitions in particular.
Some writers find this problematic. For exam-
ple, Claude-Jean Bertrand considers that “codes
proscribe a lot and do not prescribe much,
probably because it is easier to agree on faults
to avoid than on virtues to practice.”[xiii] In a
similar vein, others suspect that an excessive
focus on rules, procedures, and accountabili-
ty systems places more emphasis on avoiding
harm rather than on imagining how to do good.
[xiv] Some authors suggest the inclusion of
general virtues or values in codes. For example,
Julie Reid recently proposed a deeper commit-
ment to an ethics of listening in South African
media, which would include explicit mentions
of it in codes of ethics and press councils.[xv]

Criticism of emphasizing codes of ethics is
founded in a deep philosophical disagreement
between giving ethical priority to rules or vir-
tues. Normative ethics addresses the good ways
to act and live and what is ethically valuable and
praiseworthy. Two key elements for this are
rules and virtues. For example, two different
ways to explain what is good and praiseworthy
are through listing rules (i.e., you have to do
this and should not do that) or through listing
important virtues (i.e., moderation, humility,
or generosity). An ethical approach through
a list of rules or duties is called “deontologi-
cal” and looks to define specific behavior that
is expected or should be avoided. In contrast,
the approach through virtues, called “virtue
ethics,” focuses on character, habits, attitudes,
and emotions—the general way of being of the
moral agent. Virtue ethics do not necessarily
dismiss rules; however, virtue ethicists always
derive rules from virtues, which are the fun-
damental normative element. For deontolog-
ical ethicists, virtues are secondary to rules.

Two authors that have recently directed gen-
eral criticism towards codes of ethics in
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journalism from the perspective of virtue
ethics: Colombian journalist Javier Dario
Restrepo and British sociologist Nick Coul-
dry. Their work represents two relatively di-
verse perspectives, both in terms of their
professional field and geographical origin.

RESTREPO

In his book La Constelacién Etica (The Ethical
Constellation), Javier Dario Restrepo promotes
a perspective of virtue ethics for journalism. In-
formed by decades working as a journalist and
ethics advisor for fellow journalists, Restrepo
concludes that many journalists think that eth-
ics is about codes and being ethical is to obey
the codes.[xvi] Restrepo himself acknowledges
some of the uses for codes outlined above. First,
codes send a signal to the government and the
public that journalism’s ability to self-regulate
is, or tries to be, strong enough to not need
external regulation. Second, codes serve as a
pedagogical and mnemotechnical resource for
journalists.[xvii] However, the ethics of the pro-
fession should not end with codes—especially,
not with codes as a list of rules and prohibi-
tions. For him, codes “reduce the dimensions
of the ethical, prevent access to its true na-
ture and hide its most ambitious goals.”[xviii]

One of the problems with codes is that rules
are too limited to deal with the variety and com-
plexity of life and its circumstances.[xix] Ethics
is better defined through the specification of the
right attitudes, especially the care for the other.
[xx] In contrast to codes as a list of prohibitions
and duties, Restrepo suggests that good pro-
fessional ethics should be concerned with con-
structing a model of a good life.[xxi] This would
be complemented by individual work, in which
one cultivates in oneself the right attitudes and
way of being. Restrepo also advocates for moral
perfectionism—the requirement to constantly
strive to be better and to improve what already
exists. Being good would not be enough, it
would be necessary to pursue excellence. Eth-
ics, therefore, “is a source of dissatisfaction with
what is, because it creates the conviction that
every reality can and must be improved.”[xxii]

Moral perfectionism finds a second prob-
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lem with an ethics that is prescribed through a
list of rules because rules, for Restrepo, tend to
prescribe the minimal whereas ethics searches
for the maximum.[xxiii] It would be especial-
ly problematic when rules are formulated as
prohibitions. Whereas prohibitions deal with
crimes, injustice, and avoidance of harm, eth-
ics deal with virtuous people, so that they keep
themselves “passionately active in the realiza-
tion of their human potential.”[xxiv] In other
words, abiding by prohibitions would not be
enough to be virtuous. A code that is made of
prohibitions can be improved if it is at least
formulated in positive terms—i.e., if it defines
what is best to do and not what should be avoid-
ed. This kind of formulation will be closer to
proposing the necessary virtues for journalism
and, more generally, a model of a good life.[xxv]

An alternative strategy to promote ethics in
journalism is found in Restrepo’s work as
an ethical advisor for fellow journalists. For
more than two decades, Restrepo responded
publicly to questions about ethics from Latin
American journalists through the ethics con-
sultancy service of the New Latin American
Journalism Foundation.[xxvi] This project did
not try to produce a code as a result. Instead,
it can be seen as an effort to encourage gener-
al ethical reflection among journalists beyond
the pressure of deadlines for specific tasks.

In conclusion, Restrepo presents two main ar-
guments of a theoretical nature against codes
as a list of rules. First, rules cannot capture
the complexity of concrete circumstances. Sec-
ond, rules might create the impression that
it is enough to follow or avoid certain behav-
iors, whereas ethics, conceived in a perfection-
ist way, would always require continuing the
search for excellence beyond any concrete rule.

COULDRY

Nick Couldry, in the article “Why Media Eth-
ics Still Matters,” suggests that codes of eth-
ics in journalism have some importance but
also considerable limitations.[xxvii] He ad-
vocates, instead, for a perspective that does
not seek to define rules but some general
virtues which would guide media practice.
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These values could be, for example, accura-
cy, sincerity, or care.[xxviii] Couldry presents
four arguments against rules and duties and
in favor of virtue ethics. Some of them are
more circumstantial and others more general.

The first concerns the current conditions for
journalism practice. A review of internation-
al literature suggests that “the newsroom has
become in the digital age congested to a de-
gree that undermines more than ever before
the conditions of ethical reflection.”[xxix] In
this context, in which time and resources are
especially scarce, “the unethical situation of
much media practice” has become “business
as usual.”[xxx] Time and resources for ethi-
cal considerations being especially scarce, a
virtue ethics approach focused on the gen-
eral values would be better suited to start
ethical reflections than a “rulebook.”[xxxi]

Second, Couldry points out that the contem-
porary media sphere goes beyond institution-
al journalism and includes social media.[xxxii]
The interaction between journalism and Twit-
ter seems to be a good example of this, even
though Couldry does not mention it. Codes
of ethics do not apply to this broader media
sphere, because they are tied to the institutions
or associations that create or endorse them.
Given the broad nature of media defined this
way, a project of constructing a media eth-
ics would be easier if it focuses on virtues,
which are always general, rather than on a list
of rules, which are necessarily more specific.

The third argument addresses human moral
diversity. Couldry finds, especially at a global
level, “irreducible moral disagreement.”[xxxiii]
Journalism faces the challenge of “manag-
ing a global media interface between diverse
peoples that overall secures peaceful interac-
tion and mutual recognition rather than hos-
tility and incomprehension.”[xxxiv] Howev-
er, there are no common moral frameworks
that would allow the construction of rules in
such a diverse space. Much easier than con-
structing a list of rules would be to reach an
agreement at a more general level—that of
moral values. For example, Couldry thinks
that it would be possible to agree that accuracy
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or sincerity are key values for media without
agreeing on specific rules about how to apply
those values in concrete situations. The per-
spective of values and virtues would allow us to
“bracket out areas of disagreement (for exam-
ple, about obligations to God or to humanity)
where we know there is no agreement.”[xxxv]

The last argument considers the diversity and
complexity of situations that require moral
decisions.[xxxvi] In Couldry’s view, it is not
possible to create codes that will define in ad-
vance how to behave in every specific situation.
Concrete moral issues often involve conflicts
between moral requirements. For example,
a story about an affair between an important
politician and a foreign spy would face a con-
flict between the right to privacy of an indi-
vidual and the common good of the country.

In general, a decision on what is best to do
will require weighing up the moral require-
ments according to the specific circumstanc-
es. Therefore, a list of rules would not be
enough to identify the right behavior in ad-
vance, without considering the context. In
contrast, a virtue ethics approach would only
define the main values for media practice,
without trying to establish in advance the right
behavior. That would be defined in a concrete
situation by a person (possibly a reporter or
editor) who has cultivated those values and
has the practical wisdom to weigh them up.

We can characterize the first two arguments,
related to the conditions of journalism in the
digital age, as circumstantial or historical. As
such, they do not exclude the usefulness of
codes of ethics in a different historical con-
text. The third argument addresses human
moral diversity, a characteristic of humanity
that is much more permanent. However, if
it was possible to reach an agreement about
virtues for media ethics, an agreement about
rules would possibly become easier. The last
argument, about the impossibility of estab-
lishing the right behavior in advance, is the
most general and abstract. This concerns the
very viability of a list of rules for media ethics.

CONCLUSION
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This article examined the issue of codes of eth-
ics in journalism by emphasizing the tension
between rules and virtues in the context of two
general concerns. The first is the importance of
ethics for journalism to remain credible and rel-
evant, and contribute to a stronger democracy.
The second is the general hypothesis that ethics
in our time might function better and be better
understood if rules are not its central element.
Within that framework, the first section of the
article analyzed codes of ethics in terms of their
kind of normativity and purpose. The second
section studied some objections against codes
of ethics from the perspective of virtue ethics.
I could identify two arguments in Restrepo and
four in Couldry against lists of rules as the cen-
tral element of journalism ethics. Restrepo and
Couldry share a similar argument about the
limitations of rules to account for a wide variety
of contexts. Whereas Restrepo alludes in gen-
eral to the complexities of concrete contexts,
Couldry specifically mentions the difficulty of
weighing conflicting moral requirements in
particular circumstances. Couldry also consid-
ers three arguments related to the challenges
of news in the digital age, media beyond insti-
tutional settings, and moral diversity. Finally,
Restrepo finds that rules are not enough to cre-
ate a constant demand to strive for excellence.

In most of these arguments, the advantage of a
virtue ethics approach would be that virtues are
amore general and flexible moral compass than
rules. Compared to rules, they adjust better to
different contexts, including cultural diversity
and non-institutionalized media. This flexibili-
ty also allows virtues to be a perfectionist moral
requirement that is never fully satisfied. An-
other advantage of virtues is that they are easier
to approach and remember than a list of rules.
Ultimately, these arguments call for reducing
the emphasis on rules in journalism ethics,
in favor of virtues. A list of rules might be the
central element of many codes of ethics, but
they can include more—for example, an expla-
nation of the central virtues required for the
profession. It would be possible, then, for or-
ganizations to maintain something similar to
current codes of ethics with more emphasis on
virtues. If they place less emphasis on rules,
these documents would need a more accurate
and realistic name, like “statement of values.”
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A Case Study of the Henry Horner Mother’s Guild
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ABSTRACT

The women who made up the Henry Horner Mother’s Guild did not intend to become
activists. Founded in 1983 by Maurine Woodson, the Mother’s Guild was created in re-
sponse to the horrific living conditions that characterized the Henry Horner Homes, a
public housing complex run by the Chicago Housing Authority. This essay explores how
local journalism was central to the Mother’s Guild’s civic and political activism. Further-
more, it demonstrates that without consistent media coverage, the Mother’s Guild would
not have been nearly as successful in pressuring city officials to respond to their demands
for safe and equitable housing. Given the recent housing crises prompted by the COVID-19
pandemic, the history of the Henry Horner Mother’s Guild exemplifies how journalism
can support community-based democratic participation in response to state-led neglect.

INTRODUCTION

It could have easily been mistaken for a war
zone. Standing dejectedly on Chicago’s West
Side, the fifteen-story building that had once
been a physical testament to the well-inten-
tioned but ill-conceived effort to create hous-
ing for low-income residents was now partially
gone. Housed in the Special Collections and
Archives Library at the University of Illinois
at Chicago, a single photograph showed that
an entire side of the building had been ripped
away. Instead of windows, curtains, and maybe
the occasional houseplant, twisted metal stuck
out at odd angles, drywall hung on by a thread,
and the floors of what had once been people’s
bedrooms, living rooms, and kitchens instead
looked like cardboard that had been shredded.
Nothing that remained of this building indi-
cated that people had ever lived there, loved
there, or raised their families in this space.

Nothing, of course, except for the bright-
ly painted vyellow, blue, and green play-
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ground that cheerfully stood directly in
front of the now half-demolished building.

The Henry Horner Homes were not supposed
to become one of the nation’s worst examples of
public housing. Built between 1957 and 1963,
the Henry Horner Homes were named after Illi-
nois’ 28th governor. Comprising twenty-two sep-
arate buildings, the Henry Horner Homes were
built by the Chicago Housing Authority (CHA)
and specifically designated for low-income resi-
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dents. Although good intentions no doubt
helped build each unit, by the 1980s, they
were known as one of the most unsafe hous-
ing projects in the entire city of Chicago. Nev-
ertheless, Horner residents refused to accept
this new status quo. Indeed, for nearly a de-
cade, residents pursued improvements to the
Homes through a combination of democratic
activism and a keen understanding that they
needed to gain public support for their cause
to apply adequate pressure on CHA officials
and city authorities. Perhaps unsurprising-
ly, journalists and local media outlets played
a crucial role in tenants’ ability to publicize
their work and demand greater accountability
from city landlords and political representa-
tives. Although the residents who engaged in
this work may not have realized it at the time,
they were displaying the closely intertwined re-
lationship between journalism and democratic
action. As (supposedly) equal citizens, Henry
Horner residents understood that city officials
were failing them by continuously neglecting
to improve Homes. Their use of local journal-
ists to emphasize this reality underscores just
how important a free and impartial news me-
dia is to a healthy and functioning democracy.

BEGINNING ILLS

Resident Maurine Woodson founded the Hen-
ry Horner Mother’s Guild in 1983 after mov-
ing into the Henry Horner Homes in 1975. A
single mother with four children, Woodson ex-
plained to a Chicago Tribune reporter that she
founded the Mother’s Guild because “‘people
here didn’t know where to go if they had prob-
lems. We wanted to have one group where they
could ask for help or information.”[i] After
beginning as a small informal group, within
a few years the Mother’s Guild counted near-
ly 65 members. A locally based nonprofit or-
ganization primarily concerned with creating
safer and cleaner conditions within the Henry
Horner Homes, the Mother’s Guild engaged in
civic advocacy and sponsored a variety of edu-
cational and clean-up programs for residents.
The Mother’s Guild even brought a class-ac-
tion lawsuit against the CHA, alleging that the
CHA had breached the terms of its own lease
by refusing to respond to tenants’ complaints.
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Most dramatically, the Mother’s Guild argued
that the CHA had allowed the buildings to fall
into a state of such significant disrepair that
it constituted de facto demolition of almost
half the development.[ii] All of these efforts
were publicized by local media outlets across
the city, once again highlighting just how im-
portant journalism was to the Mother’s Guild.
They strongly relied on local journalists to raise
awareness that the condition of the Henry
Horner Homes was a reflection not of the resi-
dents themselves, but rather of government ne-
glect in a predominantly Black neighborhood.

The most prominent example of this crucial
difference is found in the production of a
four-minute 1992 documentary by the Chica-
go Video Project. Founded in 1990, the Project
worked for a number of local community orga-
nizations eager to publicize their cause and gain
both political and public support. The Henry
Horner Mother’s Guild was in fact the Chicago
Video Project’s first client and their video was
reported by the Chicago Tribuneas an undoubted
success. Strategically released to coincide with
Mother’s Guilds’ filing of a class-action lawsuit
against the CHA, reporter Rick Kogan wrote
that not only was the video story talked about in
national publications like Time magazine and
The Washington Post, but it was also aired on
local TV outlets as well as “CBS This Morning”
and “ABC World News Tonight.” Finally, Kogan
commented that “two days after the tape aired
nationally, Jack Kemp, the secretary of hous-
ing and urban development, came to Chicago
to tour the housing project and meet with the
Mother’s Guild.”[iii] The video created the pub-
licity that the Mother’s Guild needed to get the
attention of not only local but also federal pol-
iticians, and underscored what Chicago Video
Project director Bruce Orenstein said about the
power of local journalism in conjunction with
civic engagement: “What’s important is that
people in the community see our video and get
the message that they, too, can be a force.”[iv]

Despite disbanding in 19971, the Mother’s Guild
accomplished a surprising amount during its
short existence. In September 1994, the CHA
submitted a proposal to the Department of
Housing and Urban Development to spend
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nearly $200 million dollars on rehabilitating
parts of the complex and demolishing others.
Today, the Henry Horner Homes are known
as “Westhaven Park” and have been com-
pletely transformed into an attractive, mod-
ern mixed-income community. What once
could have been mistaken for a war zone now
seems to have had a storybook-like ending.

But accepting this tidy version of the Henry
Horner Homes story, as tempting as it may
be, also means ignoring questions about why
and how the Homes became so decrepit and
unsafe in the first place. It also requires that
we ignore bigger questions about exactly who
is “entitled” to adequate housing; what ex-
actly city, state, and federal governments’ re-
sponsibilities are to their citizens; and why
it took a major media campaign to force the
CHA and Department of Housing and Ur-
ban Development to come to the table at all.
The Henry Horner Mother’s Guild puts front
and center the role that race, class, and gender
play in urban protest movements. Indeed, the
true story of the Guild is much greater than that
of a concerned group of poor mothers hoping
to get some lightbulbs changed or their plumb-
ing fixed. Instead, the mothers who comprised
the Guild were the physical representations
of democratic activism in a major city during
the height of welfare reduction, community
disinvestment, and an embrace of neoliber-
al interests.[v] Their successful media cam-
paigns through The Chicago Tribune and the
Chicago Video Project exemplified how, when
used with intention and a plan, journalism
could amplify their efforts and demonstrate
the importance of a strong relationship be-
tween grassroots activists and the news media.
Without this connection, the Mother’s Guild
would likely not have gained a fraction of the
exposure needed to undertake their initiatives.

FINDING THE END AT THE
START LINE

In his 2009 book Blueprint for Disaster: The
Unraveling of Chicago Public Housing, histo-
rian Bradford Hunt wrote how early public
housing residents often referred to their new
homes as “paradise” and took great pride in
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their communities.[vi] It made sense that peo-
ple felt this way. When public housing was first
built in Chicago, the plan was to improve peo-
ple’s homes and living conditions. When the
Harold Ickes Homes were built in Chicago’s
North Side, they replaced tenements built in
the nineteenth century, a random grouping of
warehouses, and a falling-apart hospital. Many
of Chicago’s other public housing projects, in-
cluding Henry Horner and Cabrini Green, did
the same thing. Born out of the New Deal, the
intention of public housing was to eliminate
slums and offer better opportunities to low-in-
come families. What began as a good idea,
however, soon became a living nightmare.[vii]

There is no easy answer to the question of
how the Henry Horner Homes became a liv-
ing nightmare. Nevertheless, there were causes
and choices that turned public housing from
“paradise” into a place that would eventually
result in Alex Kotlowitz’ (in)famous 1991 book
There Are No Children Here. It was not coinci-
dental that, by 1995, Henry Cisneros, who was
secretary of the Department of Housing and
Urban Development, reported to Congress that
eleven of the fifteen poorest communities in
the country were Chicago Housing Authority
projects, and that the large majority of peo-
ple living there were Black and Brown.[viii]

As the flow and trade of business increased
throughout the nineteenth century, Chicago
rapidly became known as one of the major
industrial cities of America, and it had the
jobs to match. Immigrants from Eastern and
Western Europe frequently settled in Chica-
go’s neighborhoods, while Black southerners
migrated north in search of more econom-
ic prospects and fewer incidences of outright
racial violence. Sometimes these hopes were
realized, but oftentimes they were not. In her
path-breaking book Making a New Deal: Indus-
trial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939, the histo-
rian Lizabeth Cohen describes how industrial
workers frequently came amazingly close to
building successful coalitions. Yet repression
by employers, hostile or indifferent city offi-
cials, and workers’ own ethnic, racial, and geo-
graphic prejudices kept blue-collar and poor
workers from building lasting unions that
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could advocate not only for good working con-
ditions, but also better living conditions and
more integrated neighborhoods.[ix] Thus,
as the twentieth century progressed and
public housing for low-income people was
looked to as the solution for ending slums,
decades of racially and class-biased bureau-
cratic systems did their jobs and shuffled
more and more poor Black and Brown people
away from the city’s socio-economic centers.

WHY IT ALL MATTERS

By the 19770s and 1980s, the New Deal ethos that
once helped public housing residents describe
their homes as “paradise” had largely given way
to President Ronald Reagan’s free-market econ-
omy push and later President Bill Clinton’s in-
famous promise to “end welfare as we know it.”
Tragically, even the Chicago Housing Author-
ity’s plan to relocate Henry Horner residents
after demolition left many people, a significant
portion of them single mothers, relocated to
the city’s poor, racially segregated, and violent
peripheries.[x] Generations of racial capitalism,
an embrace of neoliberalism, and a near-com-
plete abandonment of poor people by the state
and federal government had done its work.
This was the environment that the Mother’s
Guild was up against when its members began
advocating for better housing conditions and
protesting the CHA'’s abdication of its respon-
sibilities. This was the history that informed
Alex Kotlowitz’ book and shaped how residents
felt when they lived, worked, and slept in their
homes. Moreover, these were the human atti-
tudes and policy decisions that created a scene
where a children’s playground could sit in front
of a torn-up building that had barely seen bet-
ter conditions even when it was still intact.

Learning about the Henry Horner Mother’s
Guild invariably means learning about the
broader history of public housing in Chicago
and across the nation. It is impossible to avoid
the racism and rampant cultural stereotypes
of the 1980s and 1990s that fed into ideas of
the manipulative “welfare queen” or “crack
mother” who misused public funds to sup-
port an irresponsible lifestyle while her chil-
dren suffered. Scholars have debunked these

public myths.[xi] The propagation of these ste-
reotypes can also be traced back to the news
media; journalists are not automatically ex-
empt from spreading exaggerated falsehoods.

Most importantly, learning about the Mother’s
Guild celebrates the bold activism of women
whom state officials would rather have not
seen nor heard. Maurine Woodson and the
other 64 women in the Guild exemplified what
a civic organization could accomplish despite
the obstacles faced by Black women in Amer-
ica. Their efforts, along with the journalists
who showed up for interviews, documented
the Henry Horner Homes, and publicized the
Mother’s Guild’s story in ways both large and
small, demonstrating the potent combination
of responsible media and grassroots democrat-
ic activism. As Craig Calhoun writes in Degen-
erations of Democracy, “democracy is always a
work in progress, being built, being deepened,
or being renewed.” Of course, on the other side
of this picture is the opposite understanding:
“when renewal and advancement stall, democ-
racy degenerates.”[xii] Each sector is weakened
in the absence of the other, but democratic en-
gagement and journalism working together
form powerful forces that can hold politicians
and state workers accountable for both their
promises and actions (or lack thereof). The
same children for whom that playground was
built could one day become the next genera-
tion of activists to carry on their mothers’ work.
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ABSTRACT

Trial by jury is central to the American legal system, both formally and informally. Yet, cer-
tain trends in recent decades—such as the growth of plea deals and the politicization of many
trials—has created a situation in which many parts of the public have come to distrust not
only the outcomes of jury trials, but the institution of “trial by one’s peers” itself. These two
types of distrust have been exacerbated by the media, which is incentivized both economic
and ideological levels to politicize its coverage of most trials that appear before a jury. This
essay begins by exploring the formal bases for the jury trial's importance in the Constitution
and The Federalist, and then turns to its informal bases as described by Alexis de Tocqueville.
It then discusses two recent trials, those of Derek Chauvin and Kyle Rittenhouse, in the con-
text of the “new politics of jury distrust.” This article concludes with a discussion of Robert
Kagan's conception of “adversarial legalism” and Dennis Hale’s analysis of the contempo-
rary jury’s ills. The solution to an ostensibly untrustworthy, politicized jury is public educa-
tion to the institution’s necessity, and a knowledge of the media’s effects on average Amer-
icans—or, in other words, its tendency to politicize every issue to an unnecessary degree.

INTRODUCTION

Trial by jury is central to the American legal
system. Article III, Section II of the Constitu-
tion states that “the Trial of all Crimes, except in
Cases of Impeachment, shall be by Jury.” The
Bill of Rights clarifies this guarantee: the Sixth
Amendment states that “in all criminal prose-
cutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a
speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury,”
and the Seventh Amendment states that “in
Suits at common law, where the value in con-
troversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right
of trial by jury shall be preserved.” At least on
a formal level, trial by jury is a necessary pre-
condition for the United States’ constitutional
governance. It provides a check on the power
of both the executive and legislative branches.
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As Alexander Hamilton notes in Federalist 83,
it is “a safeguard against an oppressive exercise
of the power of taxation” (a limit on Congress’
power) and “a security against corruption”
(a limit on the president’s power). Moreover,
the universal right to trial by jury protects us
from each other. Hamilton, again in Federal-
ist 83, argues that it is “in most cases, under
proper regulations, [it is] an excellent meth-
od of determining questions of property.”[i]

But trial by jury is not merely of formal im-
portance to American governance. In one of
the most memorable passages in Democracy
in America, Alexis de Tocqueville notes that:




The jury serves incredibly to form the judgement
and to augment the natural enlightenment of the
people. There, in my opinion, is its greatest advan-
tage. Omne ought to consider it as a school, free of
charge and always open, where each juror comes
to be instructed in his rights, where he entered into
daily communication with the most instructed and
most enlightened members of the elevated classes,
where the laws are taught to him in a practical
manner and are put within reach of his intelligence
by the efforts of the attorneys, the advice of the judge,
and the very passions of the parties. I think that
the practical intelligence and good political sense
of the Americans must principally be attributed
to the long use that they have made of the jury.[ii]

As Tocqueville argues in Democracy in America,
the formal importance of jury trials is reinforced
(or perhaps even precipitated) by their informal
importance. They generate and reinforce, in his
telling, the republican mores that are responsi-
ble for legitimating the law. Indeed, Tocqueville,
asserts, “laws are always unstable as long as they
do not lean on mores; mores form the sole re-
straint and lasting power in a people.”[iii] More-
over, jury trials reveal to each citizen the duty he
or she ought to feel towards another citizen. To
Tocqueville’s mind, “in forcing men to occupy
themselves with something other than their own
affairs, it [a jury trial] combats individual self-
ishness, which is like the blight of societies.”[iv]
Finally, jury trials link the average American to
the nation’s founding documents, which may
otherwise be viewed as relics of days long past.

It may sound fanciful, but the constitution-
al requirement of jury trials links individual
American citizens, who would otherwise be
atomized by the nation’s individualistic ethos,
together. Jury trials teach equity, responsibili-
ty, and accountability. And, they instill a uni-
versal faith in human reason. As Tocqueville
notes, the institution makes each “reckon that
one must rely on the sense of all to discern
what is permitted or forbidden, what is true or
false.”[v] These observations are analogous to
those offered by Craig Calhoun, who spoke at
the Clough Center in the Fall of 2022, regard-
ing his new book, Degenerations of Democracy.
In the book’s second chapter, “Contradictions
and Double Movements,” he states that democ-
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racy is a “telic concept” in the sense that it is
“defined by ideals that can never be fully and
finally realized.”[vi] Trial by jury, simply put,
is as American as blue jeans and apple pie.

THE DECLINE OF THE JURY
TRIAL

As American as jury trials may be, they have been
in decline recently. In fact, since at least the Pro-
gressive Era, civil trials have become more and
more complicated, and high-profile criminal tri-
als have become inextricable from the most divi-
sive political issues of the day. These two factors
have instigated a profound distrust of jury trials
on the part of the media. In popular coverage
of complicated civil proceedings, reporters of-
ten ask why trial outcomes should not be deter-
mined by a panel of experts. Likewise, in politi-
cally divisive criminal proceedings, these same
figures often quip that potentially biased jurors
should not be allowed to serve on juries; if hu-
man beings are imperfect, their juries will be too.
For each virtue of jury trials that Toc-
queville once revealed, an equal num-
ber of vices seem to come to light.

In view of the increasingly critical attention to
jury trials that has been seen in recent years,
the public has become ever-more skeptical (if
not cynical) about the outcomes of jury trials.
This sentiment is illuminated by the media’s re-
actions to two recent criminal trials that were
especially publicized and divisive—namely, the
trials of Derek Chauvin and Kyle Rittenhouse.
When the former was sentenced for his role in
the death of George Floyd, many publications
decried the outcome as a failure of the American
legal system. Even before the verdict, however,
there were rumblings of institutional distrust.
Many conservative publications agreed with
Chauvin’s defense team and argued that Judge
Peter Cahill's denial of a change of venue pre-
vented the case from being impartially adjudi-
cated.[vii] And many conservative publications,
perhaps on account of this fact, disagreed with
the trial's outcome. On the other hand, many lib-
eral and left-leaning publications celebrated the
judge’s choice and celebrated the trial’s outcome.

A similar story can be told about the media’s re-
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ions to the proceedings and outcome of the
Kyle Rittenhouse trial. As Jon Allsop claims
in the Columbia Journalism Review, many in
“the right-wing media have taken Rittenhouse
for a cause célebre, often lionizing him for
defending a community against liberal riot-
ers as institutional law and order broke down;
many liberal commentators took the opposite
view.”[viii] Coverage of the trial either sympa-
thetically fixated on Rittenhouse’s emotional
testimonies or was framed by claims that the
eighteen-year-old was playing up his emotions
for cynical reasons.[ix] This division extended to
media coverage of the trial's outcome, with con-
servative publications largely celebrating the ju-
ry’s decision and with left-leaning publications
largely denouncing it. The media’s treatment
of the Rittenhouse trial and verdict, and of the
Chauvin trial and verdict, points towards a wide-
spread and growing public distrust of jury trials.

Distrust of this sort is a problem for two rea-
sons. First, it indicates that there is palpable
skepticism about the integrity of jury trials.
Second, and more importantly, it indicates that
there is a cynicism in the country about the cen-
trality of jury trials to the American legal sys-
tem. Given Hamilton and Tocqueville’s beliefs
about the centrality of the jury trial to Ameri-
can constitutional governance, the widespread
distrust in juries’ abilities to properly adjudicate
legal proceedings calls into question the na-
tion’s perception of its system of constitutional
governance more broadly. Indeed, if such dis-
trust continues to spread, there may be a cri-
sis of faith in the United States’ government.

COMPETING PERSPECTIVES
ON JURY TRIALS

Robert A. Kagan’s work—and particularly
his Adversarial Legalism: The American Way of
Law—elucidates the vices of the American legal
system. In Kagan’s telling, adversarial legalism
occurs when a system of fragmented authority
(such as the American legal system) meets the
demand for total justice. In particular reference
to juries, Kagan notes that a spirit of amateurism
pervades the American legal system. American
juries, he argues, “[ajre uniformed about deci-
sions in comparable cases, are not compelled to
explain their decisions or coordinate them with
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those of other juries, and are subject to the com-
petitive tactics of truth-manipulating lawyers,
who all too often are unequally matched.”[x]
Tocqueville once noted that the American jury’s
amateur spirit was its greatest strength— that
those whom the law compels to sit on juries
would be educated and become better citizens
on account of their experiences in the jury box.
What Tocqueville missed is that jurors more of-
ten than not arrive for jury duty uneducated on
the matters they will assist in adjudicating. This
lack of experience is magnified, moreover, by
other structural aspects of the American legal
system. In Adversarial Legalism, Kagan stresses
the unintended consequences of the fact both
that American jurors “are not given written
summaries of the issues and evidence in ad-
vance, [so] the whole story of the dispute must
be presented to them orally,” and that “American
jurors are sometimes befuddled by the complex-
ity of evidence and the tactics of skilled defense
lawyers, whose reputations rest on winning, not
merely ensuring that defendants reliably get a
fair trial.”[xi] The structure of the American le-
gal system seems to be the cause of the media’s
distrust in it. If the average American cannot
be considered an “expert” in the adjudication of
complex civil cases or can be somehow biased in
the adjudication of criminal cases, why should
we trust juries consisting of average Americans?

This issue is only compounded by the dizzying
effects of modernity: rapid technological inno-
vation, the desire for democratization, and new
understandings of “truth.” The first of these
three complications began to exert serious in-
fluence over the American reliance on jury tri-
als during the Progressive Era (1890s-1920s).
Effectively, the question became: how can an
average American be expected to adjudicate
complicated cases whose facts require the at-
tention of experts and industry profession-
als? As Boston College’s Dennis Hale notes in
his The Jury in America: Triumph and Decline,
“some things are just too hard for average cit-
izens to understand, given their limited ex-
perience, and are better left to experts.”[xii]

Expert testimony may help, but people who
are called to the stand do not make final judge-
ments. Furthermore, might expert testimonies
even mislead amateur jurors with rhetoric that
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that can outweigh real knowledge? These two
questions amplify the importance of the second
complication: the desire for democratization.

The popular thrust for the democratization of
American politics began during the Jacksonian
Era and continued to grow through the “rights
revolution” of the 1950s and 1960s. One inad-
vertent result of greater political participation
is that juries have become more amateurish
over time. The pool of available jurors kept ex-
panding at the same time that every case has
become more complicated than those of the
past. Likewise, how can one’s experience on a
jury be considered a civic education if the cases
consider questions of events far removed from
one’s day-to-day life? Hale asks, “how can the
many be made wise, or at least wiser than they
used to be, or wise enough to render judgement
in court?”[xiii] One cannot be considered to
have been made “wise,” at least in a civic sense,
if their experience in a jury simply taught them
about the vicissitudes of the side effects of a
drug taken by a specific population, for exam-
ple. The particularity of the cases now decided
by the American legal system, combined with
widespread democratization of the jury, has led
to an almost postmodern crisis: what is “truth”
(if there is such a thing), and how can average
Americans become privy to it? Should a jury
be made of the “best” or of the most “repre-
sentative”? Which category is more just, more
democratic, and more trustworthy? Hale com-
plicates matters, writing the following with
regards to the idea of a “representative jury:”

What does a “representative” jury mean, and how
do we know a representative jury when we see
one? How can we tell whether a jury venture has
been chosen from a “fair cross section” of the local
population? If we know what a fair cross section
means, how much deviation from that standard
should be considered intolerable? When measur-
ing the venire against the population of the district,
what are the “cognizable groups” to which special
attention should be paid, other than racial minori-
ties and women? Why do these groups deserve
special attention, while other groups that are every
bit as distinctive as African Americans, women,
Hispanics, or Asians go unprotected? And what-
ever happened to the protection of laborers?[xiv]
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A representative jury is a biased one, an in-
telligent jury is an elitist one. A combinatory
jury is probably best, but it suffers a propor-
tion of the vices natural to its two component
ones. What can be done to rejuvenate trust in
juries in spite of their obvious shortcomings?
In particular, what can be done to curtail the
media’s seemingly growing distrust of juries?

THE FUTURE OF THE JURY

In his essay “Of Men and Angels: A Search for
Morality in the Constitution,” Robert Goldwin
argues that every big-C Constitution is founded
upon the small-c constitutions of citizens. It
seems that, today, our small-c constitutions in-
clude a distrust in juries on account of our dis-
trust of others. Our political institutions have
somehow atomized us, we each understand
“truth” differently, and we do not like the idea
of letting others collectively judge claims of
wrongdoing; after all, others might be biased.
At the same time, Americans may be uniquely
skeptical of expert or professional rule: juries,
therefore, cannot be unrepresentative. One po-
tential solution to the current media malaise
regarding juries may be a lowering of expecta-
tions. If it is generally acknowledged that hu-
man beings are flawed, we should not expect
the exactitude of science in law. To embrace
this notion would go against trends in Ameri-
can politics dating back to the Progressive Era,
but that is arguably what our system needs.

Doing away with the Progressive expectation
of exactitude could herald a return to Tocque-
ville, who rested his political philosophy on
the importance of community life. Our lives
may seem atomized, but they are not; we rely
on others every day in an innumerable num-
ber of ways. Life in a cohesive community
also has a humbling effect. We no longer ex-
pect perfect solutions, but rather the best that
we and our neighbors can do. As Tocqueville
tells us, juries are necessary not despite of their
occasional inaccuracies, but because of them:

When a man or a party suffers from an injus-
tice in the United States, whom do you want
him to address? Public opinion? that is what
forms the majority; the legislative body? it rep-
resents the majority and obeys it blindly; the ex-
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ecutive power? it is named by the majority and serves as its passive instrument; the pub-
lic forces? the public forces are nothing other than the majority in arms; the jury? the jury is
the majority in arms; the jury? the jury is the majority vested with the right to pronounce de-
crees: in certain states, the judges themselves are elected by the majority. Therefore, how-
ever iniquitous or unreasonable is the measure that strikes you, you must submit to it.[xv]

[i] https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/fed83.asp [x] Robert A. Kagan, Adversarial Legalism: The American Way of Law, 2nd ed.
[ii] Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, eds. Harvey C. Mansfield (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019), 163.
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[iv] Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1.11.8. [xiii] Hale, The Jury in America, 142.

[v] Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1.11.10. [xiv] Hale, The Jury in America, 279.
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ABSTRACT

Over the last decade, a series of physical attacks—the Charlie Hebdo attacks in 2015 in
Paris, the 2019 mosque shootings in Christchurch, New Zealand, and more recently, the
2021 storming of the US capital—have established violent extremism as a major securi-
ty threat for today’s democratic societies. These attacks, and the people and groups car-
rying them out, have been widely covered in the news. Consequently, media narratives
have played a key role in framing the discourse around violent extremism. The media’s
discursive choices when reporting on violent extremism reflect views about the phe-
nomenon, the societal conflicts that are interwoven with it, its origins, and where jus-
tice lies. This essay discusses the challenges and responsibilities of the media when re-
porting on violent extremism and argues for a revision of outdated media frames.

INTRODUCTION

Despite the salience of the topic, we lack a com-
prehensive understanding of the relationship
between extremism, violence, and the media
discourse. The 2015 Charlie Hebdo attacks help
illuminate the diversity of media frames ap-
plied to the coverage of violent extremism, and
the potentially detrimental effects of the me-
dia discourse on public opinion and behavior.

The period after the events of 9/11 was marked
by a constant increase in the number of victims
of violent extremist groups as well as a series
of deadly attacks in Europe that raised aware-
ness and concerns about the spread of violent
extremism, especially violent religious extrem-
ism, in modern democracies. Violent extrem-
ism can manifest as violent attitudes, violent
actions, or both, and is interlinked with forms
of political violence, most notably terrorism and
civil violence. Over the past decade, the reality
of violent extremism in modern democracies
has continued to evolve. Recently, the declining
activities of the Islamic State (IS) in Iraq cor-
responded with a drop in attacks and fatalities
linked to religious extremism in democracies.

Nonetheless, many democratic states face a ma-
jor increase in right-wing extremist violence.

As a society, we are influenced by news accounts
and the narrative landscape and understand our-
selves and others through it. Media narratives
have been shown to shape behavior, with the
ability to drive or mitigate conflict.[i] The way
the news media frame issues can encourage so-
cial engagement and political action to address
grievances and manage intergroup conflict.
However, this can also increase polarization by
inflaming grievances and weakening social trust,
to the point of motivating conflicts and violence.

Whereas recent research has devoted much at-
tention to the coverage of major social issues,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and climate
change, we know much less about (1) the me-
dia coverage of violent extremism, and (2) the
consequences of media coverage of violent ex-
tremism on public opinions and behavior. I ad-
dress these issues with the help of a case study:
On January 7, 2015, Said and Chérif Kouachi
assaulted the offices of the French satirical
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assaulted the offices of the French satirical
weekly Charlie Hebdo. The two men, who be-
longed to an Islamist terrorist group, killed 12
people and injured 11 others, including cartoon-
ists and journalists working for the magazine.

The event attracted significant media attention
and resulted in an agitated public discourse.
Mainstream media around the world reported
on the event. Countless stories, images, and
comments related to the event were distribut-
ed across social media platforms. The hashtags
#JeSuisCharlie, #CharlieHebdo, and many oth-
ers referring to the event were trending for days.
The 2015 Charlie Hebdo attacks call for a deep-
er understanding of the relationship between
extremism, violence, and the media discourse.

MEDIA COVERAGE OF
VIOLENT EXTREMISM

Media framing of political violence is a highly
sensitive topic. This sensitivity is exacerbated by
the uncertainty surrounding how to define po-
litically motivated violence. Indeed, news cover-
age of violent events struggles with framing and
labelling the events, perpetrators, and victims,
mirroring ongoing debates over definitions of
terrorism and related crises, as well as norma-
tive considerations central to the maintenance
of democracy. The coverage of the Charlie Heb-
do attacks clearly shows the diversity of media
frames applied when reporting on political vi-
olence. At the same time, it points to common
threads and universal concepts that feature prev-
alently in the international media landscape.

The attacks were anomalous in that a newspa-
per was itself the subject of international news.
But it was also a highly symbolic event that sin-
gularly exemplified the tension between the
right of freedom of speech and the respect for
religious values. Autonomy or the right to de-
termine how to apply occupational techniques
is a key norm in the journalistic profession. In
the editorial judgment of whether to reprint
the cartoons, journalists and news organiza-
tions took different stances on the question of
whether freedom of speech can be reconciled
with other important values such as respect for
religion. The editorial stances highlighted cul-
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tural and regional differences over how the me-
dia responded to the attacks. It also raised ques-
tions over whether when reporting on political
violence media self-censor for fear of causing
offense or, worse still, triggering a backlash.

For example, the coverage of the attacks in many
of the leading international newspapers reflect-
ed a strong sense of solidarity in the aftermath
of the attack. Generally, strong symbolic lan-
guage was used to describe the attack, with most
front pages calling out the attacks as ‘massacre’
and ‘terror’ or invoking support for the victims.
In Western media, the event had harsh press re-
sponses that mirrored worries about freedom of
opinion, constraints to media coverage, and the
future of democracy. The event was framed in
terms of the importance of (and limits to) free
speech, the privileging of the freedom of the
press, and the foregrounding of the editorial
decision-making process. In another prominent
media frame, journalists contextualized the at-
tacks as related to the problems of marginal-
ization and exclusion facing French society.[ii]

However, there were also regional differences
in the framing of the attacks. Countries around
the world also formed different views of the at-
tacks, based on their economical, ideological,
or political interests. The dilemma of whether
to republish the Prophet Mohammed cartoons
at the origin of the attacks was also strong-
ly influenced by the linguistic, cultural, and
journalistic proximities of the journalistic and
news organizations to the country of the event.

In France, both traditional and newer media re-
published the controversial cartoons, to show-
case their solidarity with the satirical magazine
and in defence of an arguably absolutist in-
terpretation of free speech. To France and the
French language media, the episode consti-
tuted an attack on free speech in general, and
satirical journalism in particular. For many
observers, the coverage narrowly assigned re-
sponsibility for the attacks to non-French fac-
tors, such as foreign extremist organizations
and overseas training, failing to touch upon
issues of discrimination and marginaliza-
tion of the Muslim community in France.[iii]
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Newspapers outside of France frequently decid-
ed to publish their own cartoons and editorials
that veered away from Charlie Hebdo’s more
provocative sketches mocking Islam. In contrast
to France, the coverage by the Anglo-Saxon me-
dia press was from the start critical and reflexive
about the limits to the rights and responsibili-
ties of the.[iv] In the U.K., with few exceptions,
news organizations decided against distributing
the caricatures of Muhammad in defence of the
right not to publish and in the context of the
multicultural ideologies and realities present
within British society. The event was frequently
framed as a product of the marginalization and
alienation of Muslims in European Society. Still,
the event was seen as a direct attack on democ-
racy and freedom of speech, which were then
celebrated shortly after the attacks at a march
supported by journalists’ unions. American
news organizations were divided in their deci-
sion to either republish or not to republish the
cartoons, with some publications, particularly
newer, online-focused media, deciding to repub-
lish the images. Legacy media outlets, such as
the New York Times and Associated Press, opted
to withhold the images from their coverage, out
of respect for cultural sensitivity and out of fear
for the safety of staff members. Some news or-
ganizations, such as Associated Press, went as
far as to call the cartoons hate speech, address-
ing the inflammatory nature of the images, and
the need to balance freedom with responsibility.

Finally, the media in the Muslim world also
published a wide variety of reactions to the
Charlie Hebdo attacks.[v] However, compared
to Western media, the overall coverage tended
to be lower-key, with fewer newspapers cover-
ing the attacks on their front pages. Most no-
ticeably, both conservative and reformist outlets
criticized the magazine’s choice for publishing
cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed. Generally,
the media also questioned whether the maga-
zine’s choice constituted a legitimate expres-
sion of free speech. Some more conservative
newspapers also blamed the attacks on France’s
policies in the Middle East or saw them as a
response to the country’s allegedly widespread
support for anti-Islamic media and disrespect
for religious values. Others reiterated that Islam
was against violence, with leaders of the Arab
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League openly condemning the attacks. They
criticized the worldwide attention that the at-
tacks generated and the fact that this coverage
helped promote the wrong stereotypes about
Muslims and Islam. They also pointed out that
killings in their parts of the world typically gen-
erated little international coverage and response.

THE EFFECTS OF MEDIA
PRESS COVERAGE OF VIO-
LENT EXTREMISM ON PUB-
LIC OPINIONS & BEHAVIOR

It is well-known that media frames are capable
of inducing individual and collective emotions.
Media coverage and labels can influence how
governments and the public perceive the sig-
nificance of the covered events, and how they
respond to those events. This is especially true
in the case of news from abroad, where the
general public has less knowledge and direct
experience. News organizations are therefore
called to carefully weigh which frames and la-
bels to apply in the aftermath of violent events.

Through an online experiment carried out with
US citizens, researchers found that framing the
Charlie Hebdo attacks, similar to the events of
9/11, produced high levels of collective victim-
ization among the participants and heightened
the perceived responsibility of Islam in the vio-
lence.[vi] Contrarily, framing the event in refer-
ence to the abuses at the Abu Ghraib prison had
the opposite effect. It provoked a feeling of collec-
tive guilt among respondents who then tended
to steer away from attributing responsibility for
the attacks to Islam. Another study found that
people who paid more attention to news media
coverage of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, and thus
had likely higher exposure to the free speech
frame, were more willing to approve of the mag-
azine’s publishing of the cartoons.[vii] The im-
portance of media frames also became evident
when in 2020 Charlie Hebdo again republished
cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed at the start
of the trial for the attack on their Paris office
—the issue immediately sold out in French
newsstands. At the same time, it provoked
condemnation from several Muslim countries,
and al-Qaeda militants reportedly threatened a
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repeat of the 2015 deadly attacks on the maga-
zine’s staff. As with previous terrorist incidents,
the attacks resulted in diminished support
for immigration in many countries, which is
linked to the framing of the event in the media.

Media can also be drivers of the polarization of
opinions. With the spread of social media use,
the news consumer has been transported from
a low-choice environment to a high-choice one
with a greater and broader choice of content. In
this environment, people are tempted to select
whichever news source aligns with their polit-
ical viewpoints, which enhances polarization.
Social media also provides platforms for in-
teracting, networking, and joining like-mind-
ed groups. This can further encourage polar-
ization as individuals build ties with people
with similar viewpoints and grow accepting of
more extreme views to seek in-group approval.

For example, many social media users shared
the hashtags #jesuischarlie and #iamcharlie
on Twitter in the aftermath of the attacks as
an expression of solidarity with the magazine
and support of freedom of speech and freedom
of the press. However, at the same time, the
hashtag #]eNeSuisPasCharlie was also trend-
ing as a counter-narrative.[viii] Supporters of
this hashtag typically did not endorse the vio-
lence committed nor did they want to disrespect
the victims. Users tweeted the hashtag to chal-
lenge the mainstream framing that the univer-
sal democratic value of freedom of expression
was threatened by religious intolerance and vi-
olence. Yet, the strength of the response to the
mainstream frame varied. Whereas some of
the users only indicated a reservation against
the mainstream frame, others voiced their crit-
icism by deploying an “us versus them” frame.
They reverted to alternative frames, which
included hate speech, Eurocentrism, and Is-
lamophobia. In this context, the hashtag #]e-
NeSuisPasCharlie was used to criticize and
at the same declare a self-identify that stood
in sharp contrast to the mainstream frame.

The public discourse on the Charlie Hebdo attacks
also revealed an interesting temporal dynamic.
Initially, the attacks were discussed by a broad
audience, but the discourse was mostly apolit-
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ical. With time, user engagement diminished
dramatically. However, politically polarizing dis-
cussions surged that saw engagements of small,
increasingly politicized, and polarized groups.
[ix] Finally, the attacks illustrate how Twitter
and other social platforms have become crucial
communication channels during times of crisis.
They also show that local news sources continue
to play a key role on these platforms, since so-
cial media users typically draw on information
from these sources when discussing a crisis.[x]

CONCLUSION

The media coverage of the Charlie Hebdo at-
tacks shows the importance of scrutinizing
established media frames. The media and the
public have the responsibility to engage in this
debate. On the one hand, news stories report-
ed on the attacks as a violation of two core val-
ues of democracy: freedom of speech and edi-
torial independence. On the other hand, the
attack led to an international political debate
on the danger of disrespecting religious val-
ues and the stigmatization of religious groups.

Journalists, governments, and the public can
draw on important lessons from the media cov-
erage. First, the media apply common frames
when reporting on violent extremist events, es-
pecially when these events occurred in Western
democracies. To cite a few, threats to democracy
and the upholding of Western values, such as
freedom of speech, are common threads. Media
coverage of equally deadly attacks elsewhere is
rarely reported, suggesting a bias towards cer-
tain kinds of victims. Extremist violence is often
portrayed as the product of the alienation and
stigmatization of marginalized and minority
groups, such as Muslim minorities in Western
democracies. These frames reflect notions of in-
tegrative global media events and of a rational
global public sphere that have accumulated in
media coverage over decades. However, current
media frames are being challenged. This is evi-
denced by the animated debates in the aftermath
of the Charlie Hebdo attacks on a range of issues:
the limits to the rights of the press, the instru-
mental purpose of satire and journalism in the
public interest, and the media’s ability to balance
rights with responsibilities. These debates ques-
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tion the normative role of news media in today’s
democratic, secular, and multicultural societies.
Common sense also dictates that current me-
dia frames need revisiting. In particular, there
are persistent demands that the media provide
more “thick” descriptions when covering vio-
lent extremist events, for example, by engaging
in more supple heuristics that acknowledge
and respect context, cultural history, and diver-
sity. Simplified and decontextualized narratives
around free speech, Islamophobia, and par-
tisanship, which were common in the media
coverage of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, do not
help the reader understand how violent extrem-
ism emerges and how it can be prevented. At
worst, these narratives that distinguish a world
between “good and evil” can be dangerous and
incite further violence. Media frames that pri-
oritize “thick” descriptions and are mindful of
labels are especially important in a world where
news consumers oftentimes rely on social me-
dia platforms for news information and engage-
ment. Social media employ popularity-based
algorithms that aim at maximizing user engage-
ment. Simplified and decontextualized narra-
tives are amplified by this technology, increasing
the level of polarization and partisan animosity.
Traditional and social media will continue to fun-
damentally shape how we view and understand
violent extremism and other threats to peaceful
coexistence in society. The news media should
behave as a watchdog of the fundamental values
of our democracies. But news media should also
be capable of aligning core values — such as free-
dom of speech — with broader cultural and jour-
nalistic codes, and work towards overcoming
instead of worsening divisions in our societies.
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ABSTRACT

In 1821, nearly half a century after America had separated itself from Britain through revo-
lution, James Fenimore Cooper published his preeminent work, The Spy: A Tale of the Neu-
tral Ground, which fictionally recounted notable figures and places of the War. The text is
the quintessential example of America’s early republic literature: the novel is underscored
by a palpable yearning for a distinct national identity, as well as a notable interest in es-
tablishing a uniquely American literary history. But neither The Spy, nor any of Cooper’s
works to follow, were alone in these pursuits — newspapers and periodicals in the early
republic had been working through the same questions of national identity and historical
inheritance since the aforementioned War of Independence. This project seeks to evalu-
ate Cooper’s early American novel in its historical context, alongside then-contemporary
newspapers, in order to identify and speculate upon the ways in which the novelist’s work
intersects with the nationalistic enterprises of its cheap print counterparts. Following Russ
Castronovo’s work on early American newspapers and their propagandistic tendencies,
this identifies a nation-building penchant in the emergent form of media. More specifi-
cally, by highlighting Cooper’s and the press’s shared deification of George Washington
and engagement with apologetics for the institution of slavery, this project demonstrates
that early American works of literature like The Spy must be considered in keeping with
the biases and nation-building projects that characterize early American newspapers.

INTRODUCTION

It seems intuitive that the act of reading newspa-
pers or periodicals is almost always ensconced
in the practice of noticing explicit biases. Read-
ers are compelled, or encouraged, to either seek
out publishers because of their stated views or,
at the least, identify an outlet’s slant upon find-
ing a text to parse. In stark contrast, audiences
are rarely as driven to identify the partiality of
authors who have written books which, while
fictional, nonetheless blend history with histo-
riography. Outside of the academy, placing au-
thors and their works in a historical moment
and treating their literature as commentary is
unusual practice. This conundrum - the ab-
sence of a commonplace practice of historical-
ly-informed reading of literature — is worth in-
vestigating. Identifying the implicit biases and
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bends that underline literary works, in the same
fashion that readers are tasked with identifying
these phenomena in newspaper articles, helps to
elucidate the interests of authors who would oth-
erwise be taken as reliable historical narrators.

This essay aims to demonstrate the importance
of identifying and reading historical influences
in popular works of literature, with the goal of
highlighting the importance of critically read-
ing historical fiction, rather than consuming
it without considerations made for authorial
intent. To do so, this essay will evaluate James
Fenimore Cooper’s early American novel, The
Spy, in its historical context, alongside then-con-
temporary newspapers from early America.
Cooper’s text operates as propaganda, much




to the same effect as periodicals from around
the time of the novel’s publication and setting.
More specifically, by identifying the author’s in-
tentional projects of deifying George Washing-
ton and creating a space for slavery apologia,
early American works of literature like The Spy
must be considered in keeping with the biases
and nation-building projects that characterize
propagandistic early American newspapers.

PROPAGANDIST CAUSES
& TENDENCIES IN EARLY
AMERICAN NEWS

It is important to understand how early Amer-
ican newspapers produced and disseminated
propaganda in the fledgling republic. By the
time Cooper published The Spy, America had
been separated from Great Britain for less than
half a century and was characterized by a pal-
pable yearning for a distinct national identity.
Newspapers helped to depict early America as
distinct from Britain while also pedestaling a
burgeoning identity through the printing of
pro-American literature alongside more conven-
tional, familiar subjects in periodicals. As Russ
Castronovo writes, many Americans in the Rev-
olutionary period and early republic felt “anxiet-
ies about [the emergence] of a competing mani-
festation of Englishness” that seemed to plague
their search for a distinctly American identity.
[i] Countrymen sought nothing more than a
congruence of qualities that made them more
American than quasi-British. In response, that
search for identity played out, as scholars have
noted, in the press, which was utilized because
it was the preeminent vehicle for the production
and spread of information in the colonies and
early states. Publishers were keen to self-iden-
tify with “the necessity of using print culture to
impel [the] mass[es]” by developing — and then
harnessing — a unique American history that
laymen could recognize and build solidarity
around.[ii] The propaganda of early American
newspapers, referred to as such for the clear in-
vestments in nation-building projects, operated
as much behind the scenes as it did in plain view.
Identifying the mode of this persuasive and na-
tionalistic practice helps to illustrate the extent to
which later fiction engages in the same project.
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Take, for instance, the Pennsylvania Evening Post,
which ran from 1775 to 1783. The paper, which
was published three times a week, featured a va-
riety of topics, including advertisements, write-
ups of local events, and even the occasional
song or poem. By many standards, it was as reg-
ular a publication as was possible for the time.
Its bent became clear when, on July 6, 1770,
the Post reproduced, in full, the Declaration of
Independence for its readers.[iii] Not only was
the paper making its allegiances clear, but it was
also doing so in a manner that belied the impor-
tance of such an editorial statement — the Dec-
laration preceded, front and center, the more
recognizable advertisements for foodstuffs and
clothing, or local stories that were more indic-
ative of the paper’s commonly printed subject
matter. By prioritizing the nationalistic docu-
ment for readers, the publishers were highlight-
ing the importance of the Declaration for read-
ers as Americans. Proceeding with the habitual
content thereafter normalized the presence of
nationalistic writings alongside more conven-
tional, less nationalistically important topics.

The normalcy of nation-building propaganda in
early American newspapers was not unique to
the Revolutionary moment, however. In 1815,
less than a decade before Cooper would write
The Spy, Britain would fail to regain control
of the States after a three-year campaign, and
newspapers would once again meet the occa-
sion by producing and disseminating nation-
alistic literature to the masses to drive home
Americanism. For example, the March 17-21,
1815, editions of the Philadelphia Aurora, a pa-
per founded and edited by Benjamin Franklin’s
grandson, included a lengthy article entitled
“Exposition of the Causes and Character of the
Late War with Great Britain,” which detailed the
conflict that had forestalled American progress
since 1812. There, the publisher argued that it
was “Great Britain alone,” through repeated
“aggression” which started and prolonged the
war.”[iv] The author of the articles is clearly con-
tinuing the project of creating American infalli-
bility seen since the revolutionary and post-rev-
olutionary newspapers began it decades before.
By continuing the project of normalizing the
of literature which sought to build defensi-
ble nationalistic perception among readership
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more accustomed to advertisements and the
frequently editorialized story, early American
newspapers maintained their status as the pre-
eminent medium for propagating mass-mar-
ket depictions of the fledgling republic in re-
markably — often unquestionably — good light.

UNDERSTANDING
COOPER’S PROPAGANDIST
PROSE

Early American literature is in keeping with this
nationalistic project, and James Fenimore Coo-
per’s novel, The Spy, is one notable case study.
Like the aforementioned newspapers, this nov-
el establishes a sense of nationalism early on,
ensuring that the bourgeoning country would
have yet another facet of print media which en-
couraged nationalism through readership. In
the “Preface” to the first edition in 1821, Coo-
per wrote authoritatively about his position as
an American writer and recorder of national
history. While he opens with an acknowledg-
ment that many of his peers thought that nar-
ratives like his were better suited for the back-
drop of the old world (in Europe), he makes it
clear that his project is one that seeks to cap-
ture the novelty and grandeur of the fledgling
country.[v] Cooper is so confident in America’s
legitimacy as a setting for literature, as well as
his obligation to set its history into type, that
he guarantees his audience that, although the
nature of the story to follow is fiction, “a good
portion” of the narrative and its many actors de-
picted therein are nonetheless faithful to reality.
[vi] The author’s insistence upon the readiness
of America for its own national canon, with its
own national writers, produces two propagan-
distic effects for readers. On the one hand, Coo-
per’s inclusion of European naysaying peers
is an explicit denouncement of the notion that
Americans were unqualified — being that their
identity had so recently been forged — to gen-
erate literature about themselves for the world.

On the other hand, the author’s insistence that,
while fictional, his story contains reputable de-
pictions of persons and moments five decades
prior, speaks to the commitment of Americans
in the post-Revolution, early republican era to
convince readers of the nation’s legitimacy by
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endeavoring to tell tales about its relatively new
story. It follows, then, that Cooper’s text should
be read as wholly invested in the construction
of a favorable portrait of early America that is,
at once, worth writing about, and worth being
one-sided in the depiction of. The author’s at-
tempt to elevate American history features
two clear nodes of propaganda which make
it comparable to newspapers from the peri-
od: the deification of George Washington, and
the inclusion of not-so-subtle slavery apologia.

MAN, OR GOD: GEORGE
WASHINGTON IN WRITING

The first way that Cooper carries out his propa-
gandistic project of drafting, whole cloth, the
legitimacy of the new country, is by deifying its
most important founding figure: George Wash-
ington. Cooper’s description of Washington,
referred to by the pseudonym Harper through-
out most of the novel, borders on worship. The
general consistently captures the attention of
the other characters, and even though his iden-
tity is hidden for reasons of proto-national war-
time security, his reputation shines through
the facade. When Washington first appears in
the novel, cloaked by a disguise and inclement
weather, he is described as recognizably “distin-
guished” despite not appearing in his regular
general's regalia.[vii] Later, while still wearing
his disguise, Washington is described as “be-
nevolent,” striking other characters as venera-
ble, though they cannot explain why.[viii] Here,
and elsewhere in the novel, Cooper is creating a
mythos of Washington that finds his fore-father-
ly American aura so powerful that, even when
he is not recognizable as Washington proper,
he nonetheless exudes character nearing god-
liness. This “metaphorical national paternity of
Washington,” writes Erik Simpson, is a mani-
festation of Cooper’s search for an American
Forefather or American God.[ix] In lieu of us-
ing a familiar figure from literature in the old
world, Cooper instead sought to deify Wash-
ington, as had his journalistic counterparts, for
the sake of establishing America as a place of
literary originality — a place that could produce
figures so powerful in their presence that cos-
tumes or concealments could not hide their rep-
utation. In addition to Washington’s ability to
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enamor others in the novel, it is the founding
father’s presence which carries the plot forward.

The general’s brief stay at the “Locusts” — the
homestead in Westchester, New York that fore-
grounds the novel’s plot — kicks into motion
the dramatic story of patriotism which ensues.
[x] And, in keeping with the idea that Washing-
ton is so benevolent that the narrative cannot
function without his presence, it is his hand-
written letters which save two of the novel’s
characters from their deadly self-made mis-
fortunes near the book’s conclusion.[xi] While
the story itself revolves primarily around the
lives and dramas of other characters, Washing-
ton’s presence facilitates the story by provid-
ing resolution and guidance that seems oth-
erworldly or too exceedingly divine to be read
as anything other than deification by Cooper.

However unique his approach to deifying the
character of Washington in his prose, Cooper
was not breaking new ground with his god-like
depiction of the general; early American news-
papers had done the same kind of national char-
acter-building by publishing larger-than-life
accounts of the first president, as well as pub-
lishing his words in excerpts for a mass audi-
ence. Depictions which extolled the grandeur
of Washington and his ilk, like the one in the
April 1789 printing of American Museum, were
as commonplace as advertisements in the pa-
pers. Here, as in other publications, Washing-
ton is glowingly depicted as “distinguished” and
“the first magistrate of a great empire.”[xii] And,
while the general was certainly important to the
revolutionary movement, it is hard to imagine
that he was the person solely responsible for
“rescufing the country] from tyranny” or for the
“freedom [that followed] independence.”[xiii]
Here, Washington’s image and influence are
exaggerated — more than likely on purpose — re-
sulting in the creation of a version of the man
which is, frankly, larger than life. Moreover, the
general enjoyed an ever-expanding reach and
presence thanks to the dissemination of his
writings and addresses in early American news-
papers. For example, in 1806 the January edi-
tion of American Register, a paper published in
Philadelphia, printed personal correspondences
from Washington to his interlocuters.[xiv] Clos-
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er still to Cooper’s publication of The Spy, a run
of The Weekly Register from February 20 and 27
of 1813 reprinted, for a wide-ranging readership,
a speech that the former president had given
decades prior — this, despite the fact that he
had been dead since 1799.[xv] By inflating and
spreading Washington’s presence in the forma-
tion of America during and after the Revolution,
newspapers, years before Cooper’s work, pub-
lished his legacy into the realm of national deity.

THE SPECTER OF SLAVERY
IN PERIODICALS &
POPULAR FICTION

But deification of the foremost founding father
was not the only way Cooper, and newspapers
before him, sought to propagandize readers on
the notion of a praiseworthy American history
and national identity. There was also the wide-
spread presence of slavery in America which
represented a stain on the new republic’s image
— an ignominy which both columnists and nov-
elists felt obliged to obscure through writing.
It must be said that, following the revolution,
early America saw an uptick in abolitionist liter-
ature in newspapers. Even so, periodicals from
before The Spy’s initial publication can, accord-
ing to Patricia Bradley, be understood by their
“silence and selectivity;” an inclination which
turned the focus of slavery’s abolition away
from the impact on the enslaved towards the
slavers and beneficiaries of slavery.[xvi] The edi-
torial choice to shy away from spirited coverage
of the horrors of slavery, especially in northern
newspapers Cooper likely read, demonstrates
an unwillingness to place blame at the feet of
the white colonists (and later countrymen) who
perpetuated the cruel institution, and instead
make responsibility and guilt an uneasy sub-
ject to broach. As an example, an 1819 edition
of The National Register, written shortly before
Cooper’s novel, urges its readership to consider
arguments from “on the one side and the oth-
er” before rushing to judge the institution, and
by extension its supporters, using “passions”
instead of logic.[xvii] While not a ringing en-
dorsement for maintaining the institution of
chattel slavery, the article illustrates a journalis-
tic desire to entertain arguments that advocate
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for it. By treating slavery as something ‘up for
debate,” in the early republic — through the pub-
lication of articles which weighed, in equal mea-
sure, concessions for and against the institution
— newspapers contributed to an environment
wherein slavery was prolonged, rather than chal-
lenged and ended outright. Consequentially,
the nation benefitted from this unclear liability.

Likewise, Cooper sought to obfuscate the bur-
geoning country’s relationship to the institution
of slavery by framing the discussion in terms
his readers were likely sympathetic to: inheri-
tance and benevolence. More specifically, the
author of The Spy dedicated narrative space in
the novel to placing the blame for slavery at the
feet of the British, while also minimizing the
one-sided nature of slavery. In one lengthy back
and forth, two of the novel’'s minor characters
— a British soldier and an American doctor — de-
bate the question of slavery. Near the end of the
conversation, the soldier asks, quite pointedly,
“is holding your fellow creatures in bondage,
in conformity to [the laws of God]?” to which
the surgeon replies “[iJt was [British] children,
her ships, and her laws that first introduced the
practice into these states; an on her institutions
the judgment must fall.”[xviii] Apart from a
clear desire to avoid the question, the novel also
demonstrates an unwillingness to find the early
republic culpable for maintaining slavery — the
blame is best assigned to its stately predeces-
sors. In addition to blaming inheritance, Coo-
per further minimizes American slavery by im-
plying that slaves were treated well because, in
the novel, they appear as interlocuters for their
white slaveowners: the main characters of the
story are often seen engaging on friendly terms
with Caesar, the story’s main slave character, or
speaking of him in paternalistic ways.[xix] The
text suggests that, while the institution of slav-
ery may constitute national baggage, there are
nonetheless situations wherein slaves them-
selves were treated more like family or friend
than property. In eschewing responsibility for
slavery through arguments of inheritance, and
further by portraying slavery as a somewhat
positive or mutually beneficial relationship be-
tween the enslaved and slaveowners, the novel-
ist, like columnists before him, sought to blur
the nation’s culpability for the history books.

CONCLUSION

Both Cooper and his journalist predecessors
had a vested interest in depicting early Ameri-
ca in favorable light. To do so, and to convince
their audience of the new nation’s praiseworthy
history and figures, both mediums highlighted
aspects of America’s past that made it uniquely
suited to house the future. By artificially creat-
ing a god-like version of George Washington
through hyper-flattering portrayals, or by re-
printing his words postmortem, the newspa-
pers deified the founding father. Cooper would
fellow suit in his novel by inflating, in equally
artificial measure, the general’'s influence in
American history. And by purposively creating
a space to blur the nation’s role in maintaining
the global institution of slavery, both newspa-
pers and novelist attempted to convince their
readers of America’s infallibility or, at a mini-
mum, its relative innocence. The effect is the
creation of a biased, largely fictionalized ver-
sion of America for the sake of propagandiz-
ing readers of both mediums for nationalistic
ends. Doing so helped to continue to strength-
en the project of the creation of a new identity
and history that separated America from Brit-
ain and, in many ways, portrayed it as superior.
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ABSTRACT

This essay examines the role of The Pilot—an Irish Catholic newspaper which catered to
Irish-Americans after the Famine—in educating and encouraging the growing Irish popula-
tion to participate in American democracy. During the latter half of the nineteenth century,
the paper used its platform to support voting rights for Boston’s mainly working-class Irish
population, and ran advertisements informing readership on ballot-box issues. At the same
time, however, the debate over women'’s suffrage and Irish women’s political participation was
met with a far less welcoming tone. The newspaper grappled with the anti-Irish overtones of
suffrage debates, and sought to balance Irish women’s traditional role in anti-colonial activ-
ism with the apparently dangerous reality of female suffrage. The opinions of the Irish com-
munity (that usually opposed) suffrage were thus expressed frequently, giving interesting in-
sight into how journalism can both foster democracy and sway public opinion against its full
expression. Further, The Pilot’s specific reasoning against women’s suffrage reflected that of
many Irish women themselves. As this paper shows, Irish women believed in their own intel-
ligence and aptitude without demanding the right to vote. The logic of this complex position
is contained within the pages of The Pilot, granting insight into how journalism can serve to
both assuage the needs of its readership while failing to challenge the community’s internal
inconsistencies. This article attempts to elucidate The Pilot’s dynamic and at times seeming-
ly contradictory attitudes towards the structure of American democracy, particularly with
respect to gendered participation, and illuminate the connections between ethnicity, democ-
racy, and journalism in the atmosphere of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

INTRODUCTION

The Boston Pilot released its first-ever issue on
September 5, 1829. The newspaper underwent
several name changes in subsequent decades
before ending up as the iconic mononym Pilot.
Throughout its existence, the paper maintained
a commitment to representing the interests
of the Irish and Irish-American communities
of Boston. Particularly during the second half
of the nineteenth century, the paper diligent-
ly pushed back against anti-Irish stereotypes
and encouraged its readers to participate in
American democracy. Editors encouraged the
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city to amend its voting structures to include
the Irish working classes, and ran advertise-
ments informing their readership about the
issues which would appear on upcoming bal-
lots. Editors, including Irish nationalists like
John Boyle O’Reilly and Thomas D’Arcy Mc-
Gee, worked to ensure greater opportunities
for Irish immigrants to participate in Ameri-
can democracy as educated, valuable residents.
The Pilot represents some of the best aspects
of American journalism and its relationship to
maintaining democracy, particularly for immi-




grants and other marginalized communities.

Its success is a lesson for modern journalism,
demonstrating the importance of actively ap-
pealing to and engaging with populations for
whom democratic participation can be diffi-
cult. Trish Catholics eventually became one of
the most politically involved groups in Amer-
ica, particularly in Boston, where they held
powerful roles in the political machines of the
19th and 2oth centuries. The Pilot holds myr-
iad lessons to be learned on journalism’s role
in encouraging civic engagement and demon-
strating to the public their stake in local and
national politics. Simultaneously, its responses
to certain controversial topics of the 19th centu-
ry illustrate the limitations of reactive journal-
ism, exemplifying the need for both diversity of
perspectives and the ability to challenge appar-
ently fixed ideologies in journalistic writing. A
balance between the ideological positions of ed-
itorials and the objectivity of journalists them-
selves could be just the solution, combining the
most effective audience-retaining practices of
the late 19th century with modern standards.[i]

The women’s suffrage movement of the 1g9th
and early 20th centuries, for instance, did not
receive enthusiastic support from the paper.
The reasons for this included suffragette’s reli-
ance on arguments about the incompetence of
Irish men who were allowed to vote while more
enlightened American women were denied the
right. Ethnic stereotypes of backwardness and
superstition shaped conversations regarding
who should be granted a say in American de-
mocracy. While Irish immigrant men embraced
the opportunity to participate in politics, they felt
alienated by certain suffragette arguments. Ac-
cess to the vote — and debate over who deserved
that privilege — was highly contested during the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, which coin-
cided with mass Irish emigration after the Fam-
ine (1845-1852). These debates played out across
the pages of the Pilot: Who had the right to par-
ticipate in democracy? Did their recent arrival
in America prevent meaningful participation?
Were women suited for full democratic involve-
ment, or were their energies best engaged else-
where? By tracing the development of these dis-
cussions, we can see how the Irish community
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in Boston perceived American democracy, and
elucidate their dynamic engagement in events
shaping the future of the United States. The
newspaper — and the community it represents
— highlights the connections between ethnici-
ty, democracy, and journalism in the context of
late 19th and early 20th century America, as the
country underwent sweeping national changes.

IRISH WOMEN & SUFFRAGE

Most Irish immigrant women felt that suffrag-
ettes” concerns did not align with their own
most pressing needs. A distinct contrast arose
between the goals and values of working-class
women versus the middle-class advocates for
women’s voting rights. Mother Jones — the Irish
immigrant born as Mary Harris Jones (1837-
1930) who became one of the best-known labor
activists of the 19th and 20th centuries — viewed
voting as extraneous to democratic participation.
Like many other Irish women, she drew upon
centuries of unofficial, direct confrontation with
authorities. For her, the most efficacious meth-
ods to enact change took place outside the elec-
toral booth. As the Pilot’s editorials make clear,
the Irish community did not discount women’s
intelligence and political capacity. Indeed, as
Katherine E. Conway argued in 1907, women
were known to have a “high mentality and pa-
triotism.”[ii] Mother Jones agreed. As the most
visible Irish woman involved in public political
activities at this time, Jones’ reiteration of the
idea that Irish women generally were intelli-
gent and capable enough not to need the vote
indicates the ways in which women themselves
justified their exclusion from official partici-
patory politics while maintaining their right
to a part in the political process. Recounting a
speech made to a gathering of women agitating
for the vote, Jones made it clear that she did not
concern herself with such issues. “I have never
had a vote,” she recalled, “and I have raised hell
all over this country! You don’t need a vote to
raise hell! You need convictions and a voice!”[iii]

Jones is significant because she encapsulates
many of the contradictory attitudes Irish wom-
en themselves held. As one of the most civical-
ly engaged women of her time, she showed the
willingness and ability of Irish women to partic-
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pate in politics while rejecting certain Ameri
can democratic values, like the necessity of vot-
ing. Political participation was important, but
official access unnecessary. Jones was decidedly
not a suffragist, nor did she wish to see women
in careers. Despite the prominence she attribut-
ed to women in the labor movement throughout
her career, Jones viewed women in the work-
force as bearing another burden laid on top of
their primary job to raise families. Similarly,
editorials like Katherine Conway’s emphasized
that participation in the “strenuous” world of
politics would “of a certainty injure women.”[iv]

Similarly, in Jones’s view, American democrat-
ic opportunities ideally protected women while
respecting their intellectual contributions. Yet
as long as Irish women were required to work
— and agitate for better working conditions — to
support their families, the security so many were
seeking would remain inaccessible. This was
unavoidable, but voting was not. Indeed, it was
Irish women’s labor which guaranteed Ameri-
can women the leisure to pursue intellectual
activism. Should such women be allowed the
vote, it was entirely possible Irish women would
be forced to take up the work left at the way-
side by women now engaged in formal politics.
For Jones and women like her, the suffragette
movement seemed alienating, its eventual re-
wards promised only to middle- and upper-class
women already privileged by the capitalist struc-
ture of America. Should women’s rights activ-
ists succeed, perhaps Irish women would only
have further responsibilities as more and more
middle-class women left their homes in the
hands of servants in favor of political pursuits.

The mixed messages contained in Jones’s writ-
ings and activism concerning women’s “prop-
er” place reflected that of a wider discrepancy
among Irish women'’s internal priorities and
expectations of democracy, which were further
reflected in the pages of the Pilot. While they
understood their participation in politics to be
appropriate and necessary, they viewed such
action as a separate and more crucial project
than women’s suffrage. That Irish women were
clearly politically aware indicates that questions
of suffrage and feminism — and a general Irish
disinclination to seek the female vote — hold
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more layers of complexity and contradiction
than is evident at first glance. As a result, the
general opposition of the Pilot to women’s suf-
frage should not be read as simple misogyny,
or a desire to confine women to the domestic
sphere, far from democratic politics. For ex-
ample, in 1852, the Boston Pilot (pushing back
against nativist rhetoric espoused by the Know
Nothing party) contended that Irish Catholic
women were “useful members of society” in
their roles as economic contributors to family
and community. They disregarded extraneous,
unnecessary ambitions in order to effect direct
change on their communities. American girls,
on the other hand, were idle and snobbish, wast-
ing their time on women’s rights in attempts
to “act as men.” In the view of Irish Catholic
Americans, women seeking the vote were only
doing so because they were not already engaged
with the day-to-day struggles and politics Irish
women experienced as members of the working
class. Further, women’s rights and obtaining the
vote were linked to anti-Irish Catholic prejudice
here, as they would be many times by the Boston
Pilot’s writers. In fact, the feminist movement
was most strongly tied to Protestant Anglo-Sax-
on communities, and occasionally used out-
right “anti-Irish [and] anti-Catholic” arguments,
including questioning why ignorant Irish men
were allowed to vote when intelligent American
women were not. Such rhetoric made it difficult
for Irish Catholics to identify with the cause.[v]

THE COMPLEXITIES OF
SUFFRAGE ARGUMENTS

It is unsurprising that the Irish Catholic com-
munity would struggle to reconcile itself to suf-
frage, particularly when such movements con-
tained heavy elements of prejudice against the
Irish community. Arguably, it was this element
of the American suffragist movement — not the
idea of women voting in and of itself — which es-
tranged Irish Catholic women from joining the
cause, particularly when the liberation of Ireland
seemed a far more pressing matter. As immi-
grants, they were both concerned with finding
and keeping what they had sought by coming
to America — for most, that simply was survival
and a steady income, two things which proved
evasive in post-Famine Ireland — and using the




stability of American employment to aid the
efforts of Irish nationalists to end colonialism
and establish full democracy. Based on a Massa-
chusetts referendum regarding whether women
should be allowed to vote, it seems Irish women
were not invested in the issue. Despite an over-
whelming Irish vote in the negative, few Irish
women actually participated.[vi] Expending their
energy and free time for a cause which benefit-
ed a constituency from which many Irish Catho-
lic women felt alienated, and which brought no
clear gains, seemed like a waste of time. Ethnic
lines remained more important than gender
solidarity in the nineteenth century. Relation-
ships between middle-class white Protestant
American women and Irish Catholics often took
the form of servant-employer models, which did
not generate solidarity. Both employer and em-
ployee were wary of each other, and interactions
at work could often lead to a strengthening of
oppositional identities for both women. To say
Irish women were simply “fiercely hostile” to
women’s suffrage, as Hasia Diner does, is re-
ductive. Rather, the American suffrage move-
ment failed to cross class and ethnic lines in
order to prove the cost worthy of the benefits to
women already expending themselves on polit-
ical causes which, even if occurring in another
country, nevertheless hit closer to home.”[vii]

Alongside articles detailing bigotry and debase-
ment in American politics — especially in New
England, the main circulating base for the pa-
per — The Pilot ran articles and reader letters de-
tailing the Irish community’s opposition to the
suffrage of women. As has been established,
Irish women participated daily in political pro-
cesses; most did not feel the need to be granted
the official right to vote. Indeed, articles detail-
ing proposed changes to facilitate Irish working
men’s ability to educate themselves on contem-
porary issues and access polling places demon-
strates that voting was already inaccessible even
to those in the Irish community with the legal
right to participate. An article written by a group
of women belonging to the Massachusetts As-
sociation Opposed to the Extension of the Suf-
frage to Women points to previous disinterest
in school board voting as evidence that women
themselves largely did not desire access to the
ballot. Further, women were already elected to
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the board through men’s votes, proving their
participation in politics was not hindered by the
restriction of channels by which women could
contribute. The argument was not that wom-
en should not be democratically involved; in-
deed, the authors admitted that both men and
women needed to adhere to better standards
of civic duty. In their view, however, such prog-
ress would be achieved via education and cul-
tural advancements, rather than mere voting.

Women's indifference tovoteis a thread through-
out issues of the paper that sought to justify op-
position to providing them with the vote. Fem-
inine intelligence and morality are highlighted,
but more important is their preference for civic
engagement outside of the ballot box. This may
have been especially true for Irish women, ac-
customed to operating outside the traditional
bounds of official politics. Indeed, as an article
from March 24, 1894 states, the women most
likely to utilize access to the vote — mainly An-
glo-Protestants — would never vote for Catholics
due to innate prejudices. Perceived Irish wom-
en’s indifference to the vote was thus not only
a justification for opposing the extension of the
franchise. It was part of a broader set of customs
which American culture sought to eradicate.
The author of the piece argues that should the
vote be granted to women, they would be “com-
pelled to vote with Catholic men against the
enemies of true Americanism and true Chris-
tianity.”[viii] The paper assured its readers that
Irish Catholic women would be equal to the task
of voting should they be required to in order to
push back against Protestant agendas, though
the practice is framed as a burden rather than
a privilege. As in many other articles ran by the
Pilot, themes of leisure and convenience colored
the debates surrounding women’s suffrage.
Irish Catholic women, most of whom worked,
would be more constricted in their access to
the actual act of voting than women from ad-
vantageous economic and social backgrounds.

CONCLUSION

The Pilot’s role in suffrage debates — run-
ning original articles reflecting Irish Ameri-
can sentiment, including writings from other
newspapers to frame the issue in a national
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context, and printing letters from the reader community — reflects more generally the role of the
press in mirroring and influencing Irish communities’ perceptions of American democracy. Fur-
ther, it illustrates how political traditions brought over from Ireland continued to affect how Irish
Americans understood how best to engage in politics. The paper opposed women’s suffrage, like
Mother Jones did, based on a two-pronged understanding of women’s social involvement. Firstly,
women were perfectly able to partake in political, public life in direct ways — including strikes
and demonstrations — that seemed to make their voice more immediately and forcefully heard
than voting could. Second, the act of voting itself was far more inaccessible to Irish women than
traditional protest politics were. Examining Irish American journalism through its most popular
papet, the Pilot, reveals that attitudes like that held by Mother Jones were not isolated or as contra-
dictory as they may appear on the surface. Irish immigrants and their children viewed participa-
tion in American democracy through the lens o through the lens of inherited colonial resistance
tactics, and so did not value access to the vote as highly as other American communities. Wom-
en’s voting, in particular, was framed as an encumbrance; the existing difficulties for Irish men
trying to partake in elections no doubt influenced such views. Further, the rhetoric surrounding
suffrage which denounced Irish Catholics alienated them from that particular political process.

Irish America’s journalistic and community engagement with American democracy was thus
framed according to colonial political traditions and continued anti-Irish prejudice in America.
The paper’s simultaneous promotion of democratic involvement and its dedication to restrict-
ing enfranchisement holds lessons for journalism’s important work engaging marginalized
communities in the political process today. The paper served as a sort of shield from American
prejudice and an information source, as well as an obstacle to civic engagement for some of the
most disenfranchised members of its audience. The opposition to women’s voting was not ir-
rational - rather, it was rooted deeply in colonial experience and legitimate Irish political tradi-
tions which did not quite fit American settings. The Pilot’s complex relationship with democratic
participation holds lessons for modern journalism and the necessity of engaging the disenfran-
chised - whether officially or circumstantially - and finding ways to incorporate the informal
political practices of those communities into mainstream politics to better serve their needs.
With hindsight, it is clear that Irish Catholic opposition to women'’s voting hindered their com-
munity’s ability to fully participate in American politics. Yet assessing such opposition in its
original context, as this article does, clarifies the prevailing logic of the 19th century and illus-
trates how important it is for journalism to challenge, debate, and ultimately defend democra-
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MAKE IT NEWS:
THE JOURNALISM OF
MODERN ART
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ABSTRACT

While modern literature is frequently described as being concerned with the new, this
essay suggests that modernism was equally preoccupied with the news. Though they
expressed reservations about whether or not the news was capable of truly focusing on
matters of substance, writers from the mid-nineteenth through the twentieth centuries
saw journalism as something of a twin of their own discipline. Beginning with Charles
Baudelaire, these authors were inspired by journalism’s attention to detail and its focus
on everyday life. In seeking to emulate journalism, these literary figures revolutionized
their art by downgrading its reliance on conventional aesthetic values and finding mer-
it in what had previously been dismissed as insignificant. This defense of the ordinary
made modernism’s journalistic aesthetic a democratizing force, and many writers saw
themselves as resisting both artistic and political authority that had become outdated and
repressive. This essay explains the democratic artistic aims of major modernists such as
Virginia Woolf and Mina Loy, among others, and concludes that questions of modern lit-
erary representation are essential to understanding democratic political representation.

INTRODUCTION

The ceaseless rush of pressing information
and the onslaught of breaking news and dai-
ly briefings (some genuinely significant and
many not) might seem like a very recent phe-
nomenon—a result, perhaps, of the last few
decades’ advances in digital technology coupled
with the increasing corporate concentration of
media. While these trends are exacerbated to-
day by the 24-hour news cycle and our constant
access to social media, they go back well over
a century. “We are eager to tunnel under the
Atlantic and bring the old world some weeks
nearer to the new,” Henry David Thoreau once
said of the development of telegraph technol-
ogy in Walden, “but perchance the first news
that will leak through into the broad, flapping
American ear will be that the Princess Adelaide
has the whooping cough.”[i] A quick glance at
today’s headlines—in broadsheets as well as
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tabloids—shows that a keen interest in celeb-
rity gossip has not subsided. Thoreau’s main
complaint was that the news is too frequently
preoccupied with the inconsequential, peddling
the merely popular while incapable of address-
ing those more important matters that are best
considered through the creative and critical
literary writing of his own essayistic practice.

Thoreau was not the only writer to pit the news-
worthy against the literary. “Literature is news
that STAYS news,” Ezra Pound emphatically
announced in his ABC of Reading.[ii] We lose
interest in ordinary news, in the daily stories of
the usual goings on of our world, but the sig-
nificance of Confucius, say, or Homer—to use
Pound’s examples—does not wane. “The fault
I find with our journalism,” Marcel Proust
wrote in Swann’s Way, “is that it forces us to
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take an interest in some fresh triviality or oth-
er every day, whereas only three or four books
in a lifetime give us anything that is of real
importance.”[iii] How wonderful it would
be, he continued, if we opened the daily pa-
per and, rather than reading “that the Queen
of the Hellenes had arrived at Cannes, or
that the Princesse de Léon had given a fancy
dress ball,” we found in it instead something
of real substance such as Pascal’s Pensées.[iv]

These examples are just a few of the ways that
major modern writers have articulated cri-
tiques of news, newspapers, and journalism.
But rather than a one-dimensional antago-
nism, this critique is founded on a more com-
plex ambivalence. For even in these cases, the
authors in question rely significantly on what
they criticize. Thoreau would have not been
such a worldly thinker and incisive social crit-
ic if not for the news reaching him even at his
pondside cabin. Pound may have prized litera-
ture’s longevity, but he also famously exhorted
fellow writers to connect the past to the pres-
ent with his dictum “Make It New”—and the
Pisan Cantos, his most admired poetry, makes
important allusions to the issues of Time maga-
zine he had access to as a prisoner of war. And
much of In Search of Lost Time serves to demon-
strate that what at first seems trivial, mundane,
and gossipy turns out to be more serious and
consequential to both private and public life.

On the whole, then, while dissatisfaction with
the supposedly short attention spans and shod-
dy interests of journalism is a persistent motif
for certain authors over the course of the last
few centuries, particularly in the context of the
rise of mass media and the news industry, the
relationship between journalism and literature,
and art more generally, is also complementary.
During this period, artists found the news to
be inspirational for the content and the form
of their work, sometimes even taking journal-
ism as a model for their own practice. “The
problem of art in the modern era is the prob-
lem of the new,” Audrey Wasser has recently
argued, echoing Pound’s above dictum.[v] In a
related way, then, we can also say that the prob-
lem of art in the modern era is the problem of
the news. This problem of the news has signif-
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icant social and political stakes as well, as the
relation between literature and journalism is at
the crux of key questions concerning the role of
art in representing and promoting democracy.

A NEWSPAPER AESTHETIC

The problem of art in the modern era begins
with Charles Baudelaire’s The Painter of Mod-
ern Life—itself published in a newspaper, Le
Figaro, in 1863—Dbecause it provides what is
now the canonical definition of what has since
come to be known as” modernism.” Modernity,
Baudelaire wrote in that essay’s most famous
formulation, is characterized above all by “the
ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent.”[vi] Be-
cause modern life is dominated by a relentless
rapidity, the modern artist must work quickly
and take an interest “in trivial life, in the daily
metamorphosis of external things.”[vii] Baude-
laire spent much of his essay suggesting that
the modern artist should attend to the contem-
porary phenomena that classical art might ban-
ish in order to produce more timeless works. In
modern times, he noted, it is wrong “to neglect
particular beauty, the beauty of circumstance
and the sketch of manners.”[viii] Baudelaire’s
essay as a whole therefore constitutes some-
thing of a defense “of the present time and of
things generally considered as frivolous.”[ix]

This defense of frivolity, however, does not
imply that the modern artist deals only with
insignificant subject matter. By invoking the
painter of modern life, Baudelaire was to some
extent speaking of an imaginary ideal, but his
model for this figure was a real person: Con-
stantin Guys, a nineteenth-century watercol-
orist well-known for his travel sketches and il-
lustrations of new ballets and operas, but who
also employed the swift techniques of his art
to report on the Crimean War. Baudelaire said
he first encountered Guys’s work in The Illus-
trated London News: “Since then I have seen a
considerable quantity of those drawings, hast-
ily sketched on the spot, and thus I have been
able to read, so to speak, a detailed account of
the Crimean campaign which is much pref-
erable to any other that I know.”[x] The proto-
typical modern artist is effectively a journalist.
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But Guys was not just a journalist according to
Baudelaire—nor was he merely an artist in the
conventional sense. He was, rather, a “man of the
world,” a “spiritual citizen of the universe,” be-
cause “he wants to know, understand and appre-
ciate everything that happens on the surface of
our globe.”[xi] Moreover, he “sees everything in
a state of newness.”[xii] The temporal element of
these descriptions is noteworthy. “The pleasure
which we derive from the representation of the
present,” Baudelaire claimed, “is due not only to
the beauty with which it can be invested, but also
to its essential quality of being present.”[xiii] No
matter that Guys’s sketches were produced in a
hurry—while he took cover beside a battle, or
as he hastily recorded the scene before the regi-
ments marched off and the bodies were cleared.
That rush only added to his works’ fresh origi-
nality, “for almost all our originality comes from
the seal which Time imprints on our sensa-
tions.”[xiv] Even here the language of printing
was at work, and the generation of artists that
Baudelaire would directly inspire with this com-
mentary, the Impressionists, also had an etymo-
logical connection to the press. The journalistic
attention paid to matters that are best taken on
a day-to-day basis are as significant in their own
way as the events of world historical importance
and as beautiful as classical subject matter.

These passages from Baudelaire are, along with
Pound’s dictum, foundational to the sense that
modernism promotes an aesthetic of the new.
And what Baudelaire was advocating for can also
be understood essentially as a newspaper aes-
thetic: the point at which make it new blurs into
make it news. In the elegant portrayal of Guys
staying up late into the night in order to record
the day’s events—*“darting on to a sheet of pa-
per the same glance that a moment ago he was
directing towards external things, skirmishing
with his pencil, his pen, his brush, splashing his
glass of water up to the ceiling, wiping his pen
on his shirt, in a ferment of violent activity”"—
the painter of modern life almost sounds like
a one-man printing press.[xv] This newspaper
aesthetic is further reinforced in Baudelaire’s
confidence that Guys’s sketches are destined
to one day serve as “precious archives of civi-
lized life.”[xvi] The implication is that his work
would be better preserved for future researchers
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alongside historical issues of Le Figaro than in a
traditional art gallery next to works by Raphael.

THE DEMOCRATIZATION
OF ART

Among the most significant authors writing
in the wake of Baudelaire’s emphasis on the
ephemeral, the fugitive, and the contingent was
Virginia Woolf, whose essay “Modern Fiction”
repeated Baudelaire’s claims while lending
them the sort of political language that would
link art to democracy. “Examine for a moment
an ordinary mind on an ordinary day,” Woolf
suggested: “The mind receives a myriad im-
pressions—trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or
engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all
sides they come, an incessant shower of innu-
merable atoms.”[xvii] This bit of psychological
insight is instructive for literature, she argued,
as it indicates what writers should depict: “Let
us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind
in the order in which they fall, let us trace the
pattern, however disconnected and incoherent
in appearance, which each sight or incident
scores upon the consciousness. Let us not take
it for granted that life exists more fully in what
is commonly thought big than in what is com-
monly thought small.”[xviii] Especially with that
last refrain about the big and the small, Woolf’s
remarks sound as if they are promoting a po-
litical as well as an artistic revolution. Indeed,
her essay becomes explicit, if metaphorical, on
this score: the modern writer, she remarked,
feels “constrained, not by his own free will but
by some powerful and unscrupulous tyrant
who has him in thrall.”[xix] This tyrant is liter-
ary conventionality, she explained, the compul-
sion to stick to “the proper stuff of fiction.”[xx]
Yet even as “the pages fill themselves in the
customary way,” she proposed, “we suspect a
momentary doubt, a spasm of rebellion.”[xxi]
Literature’s horizons are limitless, Woolf as-
serted in the conclusion to her essay, and the
successes of her own highly unconventional fic-
tion testify to the soundness of her own advice.

Woolf’s remarks are just the most well-known of
whatis in facta broader trend within modernism
to make literature, and art more generally, more
open to and engaged with the modern world. The
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Swiss-born avant-garde writer Blaise Cendrars
offered a typical statement of this sentiment
with his boast, “Les fenétres de ma poésie sont
grand ouvertes sur les boulevards et dans ses
vitrines” (“The windows of my poetry are wide
open to the boulevards and in its shop win-
dows”).[xxii] Similarly, the British poet Mina
Loy invited readers to contemplate the “consid-
erable extension of time between the visits to
the picture gallery, the museum, the library,”
and she issued a challenge to not rely on these
institutional strongholds of what is traditional-
ly classified as art and to instead find aesthetic
value elsewhere: “The flux of life is pouring its
aesthetic aspect into your eyes, your ears—and
you ignore it because you are looking for your
canons of beauty in some sort of frame or glass
case or tradition. Modernism says: Why not
each one of us, scholar or bricklayer, pleasurably
realize all that is impressing itself upon our sub-
conscious, the thousand odds and ends which
make up your sensory every day life?”[xxiii]

Loy considers this artistic program to be dis-
tinctly political. Modernism’s break with aes-
thetic tradition might sometimes make it seem
elitist or effete, snobbishly reserved for those
highbrow critics with the education and train-
ing—or even sheer pretense—to have the abil-
ity or interest to interpret unconventional art
that does not fit easily within preexisting styles
and idioms. But with her insistence on modern-
ism’s connection to everyday life, Loy’s sense
of modernism’s politics could not be more op-
posed to its reputation for aloof posturing: “The
pragmatic value of modernism lies in its tre-
mendous recognition of the compensation due
to the spirit of democracy,” she suggested.[xxiv]
And not only has modernism “democratized
the subject matter and la belle matiere of art,”
but through modernism, she added, “the news-
paper has assumed an aesthetic quality.”[xxv]

It is not completely clear what it means for the
newspaper to assume an aesthetic quality in
the way that Loy suggested. There are certainly
many instances of literary works that incorpo-
rate fictional journalism to great effect and liter-
ary works that make use of newspaper formats,
especially headlines— Ulysses being perhaps the
most prominent of that era. Newspapers them-
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selves became the subjects of artistic portrayal,
especially in cubism, and were sometimes even
physically incorporated into paintings and other
works of visual art. However, it is more interest-
ing, and maybe more productive, to take this as-
sertion of the newspaper assuming an aesthetic
quality in an even stronger sense, the sense in
which art and journalism begin to mingle and
even merge. By this I do not mean that journal-
ism could be composed in a sufficiently artistic
way that we could come to admire its aesthetic
merit as such, that we should think of a particu-
lar journalist as literary or a news photographer
as adept in the visual arts, however much we
might laud the skilled work of a Jacob Riis, Up-
ton Sinclair, or James Agee and Walker Evans.
Rather, what I am suggesting is that we take no-
tice of the less empirical and more theoretical
idea that literature and journalism came to be
seen by artists themselves as sharing a common
identity and even becoming interchangeable
to a certain extent because of their shared pre-
occupations with the particularities of modern
life. “Tu lis les prospectus les catalogues les af-
fiches qui chantent tout haut / Voila la poésie
ce matin et pour la prose il y a les journaux,”
the French modernist Apollinaire wrote around
the same time that Woolf, Cendrars, and Loy
were making similar remarks: “You read leaf-
lets catalogues posters that sing aloud / Here’s
your poetry this morning and for prose there’s
the newspapers.”[xxvi] The idea which began as
a kernel in Baudelaire finally reached fruition
at this stage of modernism. An art aiming for
the new eventually became commensurate with
the news, and it is rebelliously democratic by
tearing down aesthetic tyrannies in the process.

THE RISING TIDE OF
DEMOCRACY

Baudelaire already imagined something like a
social mission for modernism when he praised
“those chroniclers of poverty and the humble
life” who are also capable of “the sketch of man-
ners, the depiction of bourgeois life and the
pageant of fashion.”[xxvii] He envisioned his
painter of modern life observing “the river of
life flow past him in all its splendor and maj-
esty,” marveling at “the amazing harmony of
life in the capital cities, a harmony so providen-
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tially maintained amid the turmoil of human
freedom.”[xxviii] The painter of modern life
was therefore already a political figure, already
a democratizing force. “The artist,” Baudelaire
lamented, meaning the traditional artist, “lives
very little, if at all, in the world of morals and
politics. If he lives in the Bréda district, he will
be unaware of what is going on in the Faubourg
Saint-Germain.”[xxix] By contrast, the modernist
is attentive to morals and to politics and is well
aware of what is going on in many places at any
one time. As a “lover of universal life,” the mod-
ernist “enters into the crowd as though it were
an immense reservoir of electrical energy.”[xxx]
Modernism is an art of, by, and for the people.

Amidst these egalitarian-sounding ecstasies, it
is easy to forget that Baudelaire vehemently op-
posed democracy. His most famous comments
on politics are found elsewhere, but even in
“The Painter of Modern Life” he expressed se-
rious anti-democratic sentiments. He explicitly
bemoaned “the rising tide of democracy” and
called for “a new kind of aristocracy”—a com-
ment he meant more literally than figuratively
as a disciple of the authoritarian political phi-
losopher Joseph de Maistre.[xxxi] Furthermore,
despite his prototypical painter of modern life
working as a journalist, Baudelaire, like the
authors quoted at the beginning of this essay,
utterly despised newspapers, noting that they
stimulated a “shudder of disgust” in him be-
cause of how they reveal “the most appalling
perversity of man.”[xxxii] Needless to say, these
positions seem incommensurate with Baude-
laire’s other comments that read as at least
implicitly pro-democracy and pro-newspaper.

This apparent contradiction of pro- and an-
ti-democratic tendencies could be seen as pecu-
liar hypocrisy particular to Baudelaire, a result,
perhaps, of his toxic conservatism being inade-
quate to the more democratic potential of his lit-
erary imagination. Sometimes the poet cannot
see as far as the poetry itself. But it might also be
indicative of that deeper ambivalence between
literature and journalism to which I referred
above, and spotlighting this kind of major cul-
tural ambivalence is key. That political ambiva-
lences arise when reading literature should not
lead to the exclusion of discussions of art from
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debates about democracy, as the uncertainty of
what it means for literature to be democratic
challenges us to understand what democracy
means in the first place—and that is as much
an open question today as it was a century
and a half ago at the beginning of modern art.
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ABSTRACT

This survey of the Catholic Worker magazine demonstrates how faith-based interpre-
tations of political events have helped to create a sense of what it meant to be Catholic,
democratic citizens in a U.S. context. During the twentieth century, Catholics used me-
dia and journalism to create and develop Catholic theology and to understand how
their faith informed their social participation, contributing to democratic ideals such
as workers’ rights, racial equality, and peaceful protest. In the mid-twentieth century,
this move represented a break from previous approaches to religiosity that emphasized
faith as a largely private affair of spiritual devotion. As sites of community formation
where people develop ethical subjectivities, media that interprets religious symbolism
in light of current issues can serve as a catalyzing impulse for democratic participation.

INTRODUCTION

Twentieth-century archives of the Catholic Work-
er, a popular Catholic newspaper, show how a
particular aspect of Catholic journalism contrib-
uted to what is known as sensus fidei: the “sense of
the faithful.” By combining classic reporting on
major events with discussions of Christian faith
and mundane details about local communities,
the Catholic Worker created a distinctly American
Catholic approach to issues such as economic
inequality and global conflict, thus encouraging
participation in democratic culture, especially by
appealing to recognizable images and symbols.

The Catholic Church teaches that the sensus fidei
is created by all Catholics through the sacramen-
tal nature of baptism. In other words, the Cath-
olic community — from the Church’s ordained
hierarchy to its lay preferies[?] — “manifest[s] a
universal consent in matters of faith and mor-
als.”[i] In the conceptual framework undergird-
ing the sensus fidei, there is a belief that faith is,
to some degree, co-created in community. When
the whole body of the faithful contributes to the
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ethical life of the church, by this logic, Catho-
lics come closest to authentic Christian identity.

Given the emergence of political theology in the
mid-twentieth century and the ecclesial chang-
es enacted at the Second Vatican Council, the
Church’s participation in social and political
life became a central location for discerning the
theological meaning of the sensus fidei. In the
United States, the emergence of the Catholic
Worker Movement represented one such trend.
Founded by Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin, the
Catholic Worker opened a house in the tenement
neighborhoods of New York City in the 1930s
and practiced radical hospitality in service of the
basic needs of the urban poor. At the same time,
Day and Maurin served as editors of a monthly
newspapet, the Catholic Worker, creating a forum
for Catholic social thought and reflection on sit-
uations of injustice domestically and globally.
The Catholic Worker embraced pacifist positions
and critically engaged with the political possi-
bility of nonviolence, denouncing the Vietnam




War with particular vigor. In this way, the Cath-
olic Worker was actively working on and contrib-
uting to the Catholic corpus of social thought,
which traditionally upholds a just war theory.

Viewing faith-based journalism as a critical as-
pect of democracy relies on an understanding
of democracy as participatory and, to a certain
degree, cultural—built from the ground up
and worked out in daily circumstances by all
citizens. In his foundational text, On Democ-
racy, Robert Dahl gives five criteria for a dem-
ocratic process: effective participation, voting
equality, enlightened understanding, control
of the agenda, and inclusion of adults.[ii] In
Dahl's telling, effective participation requires
that “all the members must have equal and ef-
fective opportunities for making their views
known to other members.”[iii] In the contem-
porary U.S. context, journalism and media are
critical mediums through which citizens are
able to connect to one another and therefore
participate in local, national, and global issues.

The scholar Jesper Stromback acknowledges
that different definitions of democracy often op-
erate behind political conversations. In Strom-
back’s definition of participatory democracy,
which shares similarities with Dahl’'s model,
democracy, from a normative standpoint, must
mean something more than the actions of polit-
ical elites. Democracy, he writes, “thrives when
people engage in public life and different types
of political action, when they bond through
their activities, and when they develop demo-
cratically sound attitudes.”[iv] This emphasis on
democracy as social participation connects well
with Jane Mansbridge’s text, Beyond Adversary
Democracy, in which she details the necessity of
unitary democratic practices within democratic
societies. Mansbridge defines unitary democra-
cy as “consensual, based on common interest
and mutual respect.”[v] It is rooted in an Aris-
totelian extension of friendship into the public
sphere: the costs of participation in society do
not feel heavy and there is a possibility of un-
covering a shared common good.[vi] Finally, in
Craig Calhoun’s text, Degenerations of Democra-
cy, he identifies the importance of democratic
ideals such as the public good and public virtue.
Calhoun describes the public good as inclusivity
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of long-term ideals such as the sustainability of
society and fair and equitable distribution of ag-
gregate goods. The public includes members of
different communities, including religions, and
the public good that emerges from this heter-
ogenous community includes moral standards.
[vii] The emphases of these democratic theorists
on a grassroots democratic culture of participa-
tion, a retrieval of shared beliefs in something
akin to social friendship, and a public good with
inherently normative implications motivate my
understanding of the contributions of faith-
based journalism such as the Catholic Worker to
the continued sustainability of U.S. democracy.

THE CATHOLIC WORKER,
DEMOCRATIC IDEALS &
U.S. CATHOLIC IDENTITY

This survey of elements of the Catholic Worker
newspaper will demonstrate how faith-based
interpretations of political events helped define
what it meant to be Catholic, democratic citizens
ina U.S. context. Catholics used media and jour-
nalism to create and develop Catholic theology
and to understand how their faith informed their
social participation, contributing to democratic
ideals such as workers’ rights, racial equality, and
peaceful protest. In the mid-twentieth century,
this represented a sharp break from previous
approaches to religiosity that emphasized faith
as a largely private affair of spiritual devotion.

The Catholic Worker is still in circulation to-
day, and its online archive holds over 680 is-
sues dating back to January 1943. The Catholic
Worker grew in size and prominence, especially
among working-class and poor Catholics, from
its initial inception in 1933. Circulation grew
from 65,000 in May 1935 to 190,000 in May
1938.[viii] In 1965, with the onset of the Viet-
nam War, the Catholic Worker leaned into its
anti-war orientation. In November of that year,
for example, Dorothy Day gave a rare public
speech in which she framed the pacifist stance
as a moral obligation for Christians. Sara Ann
Mehltretter writes that, by this point, Day rep-
resented “a central, matriarchal figure in the
Worker Movement,” and between 1,500 to
2,000 spectators came to hear her speech.[ix] In
19606, however, the U.S. Conference of Catho-
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ic Bishops argued for the moral justification of
the war.[x] Due in part to these new concerns,
live questions, and ethical controversies, cir-
culation of the Catholic Worker increased from
its World War II lows during the 1960s.[xi]

Here, I have selected images and excerpts from
Catholic Worker issues published in 1968, a time
when domestic and global justice issues such as
the U.S. civil rights movement, student-work-
er solidarity protests in Europe, and the Viet-
nam War were all making claims on public life.
During this pivotal moment for U.S. and global
democracy, these excerpts show how the Catholic
Worker reflected Catholic theological principles
and provided spaces for community formation,
thus contributing to the development a unique-
ly American Catholic political identity within
a democratic culture of social participation.

FHATALLMEN ARE CREALED FOUAI

The Catholic Worker contributed to a Catho-
lic consciousness about racial justice through
common, recognizable, and deeply meaningful
religious imagery. In the April 1968 issue of the
Catholic Worker newspaper, Dorothy Day reflect-
ed on the assassination of Martin Luther King,
Jr. in Memphis, Tennessee. The accompanying
front-page image of the cross stressed ideals of
racial equality, with the banner “We hold these
truths to be self-evident, that all men are creat-
ed equal.”[xii] In Day’s reflection, she connects
the assassination of King to the Christian cel-
ebration of the passion on Good Friday, creat-
ing an ability to see the relevance and political
meaning of the unjust death of King within the
image of the crucified Christ. Another article
described the incident in this way: “He was shot
through the throat, the bullet pierced his spi-
nal cord and he died at once. His blood poured
out, shed for whites and blacks alike. The next
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day was Good Friday, the day commemorated
by the entire Christian world as the day when
Jesus shot through the throat, the bullet pierced
his spinal cord and he died at once. His blood
poured out, shed for whites and blacks alike.
The next day was Good Friday, the day com-
memorated by the entire Christian world as the
day when Jesus Christ, true God and true man,
shed His blood... Martin Luther King died dai-
ly, as St. Paul said. He faced death daily][.]”[xiii]

In addition to this rhetorical affinity, the aes-
thetics of the Catholic Worker newspaper con-
nected religious symbols and Catholic faith to
social issues. In the September 1968 issue, an
image of Our Lady of Guadalupe appeared over
the logo of the United Farm Workers, connect-
ing a major devotional image within Latino Ca-
tholicism to labor and migrant justice issues.
[xiv] On the front page of the June 1968 is-
sue, a laborer holding a shovel in outstretched
hands, surrounded by what appears to be a
working-class, intergenerational family, with
the image of the cross in his background.[xv]
The image resonates with the Catholic Worker
ethos that economic exploitation was an injus-
tice, which had distinct implications for Catho-
lics as people of faith. In these ways, the Cath-
olic Worker made social appeals to the Catholic
community and showed ways for Catholics to
become engaged with U.S. democratic life.

Beyond aesthetics, the Catholic Worker news-
paper also engaged with Catholic theological
principles, including Catholic Social Teach-
ing, in order to understand political issues.
A variety of Catholic writers developed and
applied Catholic tradition to daily life in
this space. The June 1968 issue published
an article from the Catholic contemplative
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Thomas Merton called “The Wild Places,” in
which Merton engaged with the Christian treat-
ment of the natural world and the wild. Merton
writes that “American capitalist culture is firmly
rooted in a secularized Christian myth and mys-
tique of struggle with nature. The basic article
of faith in this mystique is that you prove your
worth by overcoming and dominating the natu-
ral world.”[xvi] Merton counters this perspective
by turning to transcendentalists to locate God in
nature, reclaim the uses of spiritual wildness,
and make the claim in accord with ecologists
that “unless man learns this fundamental re-
spect for all life, he himself will be destroyed.”[x-
vii] In this way, Merton employed Christian
symbols to both critique certain uses of Chris-
tianity in the public sphere and to make claims
about the need to protect the environment.

JUL 2763

SUATE HISTORICAL SOCUTY
OF WiLGrim

In an article published in September 1968, “In-
carnation and War,” the Jesuit Philip Berrigan
begins with a scriptural quote from the Letter
to the Ephesians to critique the Church’s com-
plicity in certain U.S. government policies (e.g.,
military intervention). Berrigan ends his article
with theological suggestions for Christians in
regards to public life: “Implicit in this is a fear-
ful familiarity with death—the death identified
with injustice in oneself and in the institutions
of this land. If such death is confronted, atone-
ment and conversion ensue in oneself. And,
in society, social revolution.”[xviii] The Editor’s
note accompanying the piece informs the read-
er that “Father Berrigan recently began serving
a six-year sentence in Allenwood Federal Peni-
tentiary for pouring blood on draft records.”[xix]

A Catholic theology of peaceful protest as
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a way of engaging with U.S. democracy

can be detected in the mission of the paper.
A third example of the use of religious tools to
understand Catholic democratic engagement is
an article entitled “The Gospel and Revolution,”
which was written by “Sixteen Bishops of the
Third World.” Printed in the April 1968 issue,
the article raises issues from the global periph-
ery, where imperial military interests often dev-
astate local realities. The bishops turn to Pop-
ulorum Progressio and Pacem in Terrim, two
prominent papal encyclicals, to discuss issues
of war, justice, peace, and the Church’s ability
to be a peacemaker.[xx] In this way, the global
nature of the Catholic Church plays a role in
creating Catholic consciousness around war
and peace issues, and determining what the
role of U.S. democracy should be in the world.
Finally, when looking through Catholic Worker
archives, it is impossible to miss the sense of
community that is created through Day’s up-
dates in her staple “On Pilgrimage” column, in
which she provides information about various
comings and goings in the Catholic world. It is
likewise impossible to overlook the newspaper’s
“Letters” section, where readers could submit
various appeals, a section that was used for com-
munity organizing and political connections. In
one letter, for example, community member
Marie Kochaver writes, “In a southside Minne-
apolis neighborhood of poor whites, American
Indians and black people, I'm working with a
radical organizing project which hopes to build
a real community union of poor people... The
support of any CW readers, especially in the
Twin Cities area... would be welcome.”[xxi] The
Catholic sensus fidei is perhaps most powerfully
enacted in the idea of community connections
to political projects such as unions. Seeing this
type of social participation as distinctly tied to
Catholic faith was a way in which journalism
connected Catholics to aspects of democracy.

CATHOLIC JOURNALISM
& DEMOCRACY AS SOCIAL
PARTICIPATION

As sites of community formation where people
develop ethical subjectivities, media that inter-
prets religious symbolism in light of current
issues can serve as a catalyzing impulse for
democratic participation. Within the models




of participatory democracy previously explored above, journalism today that reflects the Cath-
olic Worker has the potential to contribute to Mansbridge’s idea of unitary democracy and Cal-
houn’s understanding of public good and virtue. Calhoun notes that the public is composed
of a multiplicity of communities, which are sometimes overlapping. In an increasingly plu-
ralistic society, journalism that helps foment identity formation, both religious and otherwise,
also helps communities to define and clarify their normative democratic ideals, as exempli-
fied by the social issues taken up in the Catholic Worker. Defined as a search for the common
good and social participation rooted in friendship, unitary democratic aspects of U.S. cul-
ture are rooted in communities understanding themselves and engaging with others on
daily and sometimes mundane bases, even when this includes conflict and disagreement.

This view of democracy imbues the citizen with a degree of moral agency: on a commu-
nity-level and through the tools of media and journalism, it is possible to create more or less
democratic cultures with stronger or weaker ideas of common good and public virtue. The
enduring influence of the Catholic Worker on Catholic theology and ethics, especially re-
garding the now-commonly held view that religious identity requires a degree of social par-
ticipation, is a testament to the continued importance of grassroots conceptions of democ-
racy that employ cultural analyses and do not disregard the role of special interest journalism.
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ABSTRACT

This article explores the historical relationship between the Pantex Ordnance Plant (based
outside of Amarillo, Texas) and local and national newspapers during its seventy years of op-
eration. It utilizes newspaper archives from the 1940s to the present day to argue that the way
Pantex, the last remaining nuclear weapon assembly and disassembly plant in the US, has
been reported upon has had a direct impact on the level of power and accountability the plant
has had over its surrounding communities. Furthermore, this article argues that the trend
toward weak or non-existent local journalism in rural areas—a term coined “news deserts”
by the journalism and media program at University of North Carolina—has had a detrimen-
tal effect on impacted communities. In the case of Amarillo and other nearby communities,
this has meant an overall shift away from transparency and accountability for Pantex, as well
as a lack of community representation and discourse about a plant that has a disproportion-
ate impact on both the economic and ecological health of the area. This history illustrates the
consequences of a national trend of newspaper closures and underfunded local journalism.

INTRODUCTION

Pantex Ordnance Plant is the only nuclear
weapon assembly and disassembly plant in the
United States, located around 15 miles outside
of Amarillo, Texas. Amarillo is the largest city
in the Texas Panhandle, with a population of
around 200,000. Despite its moderate size, the
city is isolated—Oklahoma City and Santa Fe
are her largest neighbors, and a four- and five-
hour drive away, respectively. Once you leave
the Amarillo area, you return to flat plains—
occupied by the occasional small town, farm,
or ranch, but otherwise, seemingly vacant. In
some ways, this explains how Pantex came to
exist here. And though Pantex’s work makes it
the kind of place that you imagine locals would
react to with horror or worry, it has enjoyed rel-
ative popularity among Amarilloans since its
construction in 1942. The plant’s work offers a
much-needed source of economic stability in an
area that was once dependent on the boom-and-

NEWSPRINT AS DEMOCRATIC FABRIC

bust cycles of inconsistent agricultural years
and fickle oil wells. In times of war, though the
area trends towards conservative, small-gov-
ernment values, the patriotic mission of man-
ufacturing the United States’ ultimate defense
weapon means that the government presence
just outside of town is tolerated, if not loved.

How Pantex has been portrayed by the local
media in its over-seventy-year tenure has not re-
mained stagnant across time, despite its overall
acceptance by locals and area media outlets—
primarily newspapers—alike. By understand-
ing the trends in Pantex’s coverage across the
decades, this article seeks to explain how local
journalism reports and shapes a community
narrative. How does a deferential media im-
pact the community’s relationship to the plant?
By offering criticism of Pantex, can media in-
spire change to its policies? This history is




a cautionary tale: an example of how a lack of
independent local newspapers—on top of the
increasingly frequent closures or hollowing-out
of existing local newspapers—diminishes a vi-
tal resource for nuanced community discourse.

Pantex Ordnance Plant was constructed in 1942
as a plant dedicated to producing convention-
al explosives. Newspapers in the surrounding
areas report only the innocuous: the names of
families who have moved into one of the many
small towns in the surrounding area to work at
the plant, bus schedules, want ads for carpool-
ers. One sign that this plant was something
other than a particularly patriotic business can
be found in an article headlined: “NO TRES-
PASSING PERMITTED AT PANTEX PLANT:
Burgard Warns Site Is Now Military Reserva-
tion.” Its advice, given by Major H.P. Burgard
IT, the commanding officer of Pantex, is prac-
tical: “Warning! Don't try to enter the Pantex
ordnance plant site. It is a closed military res-
ervation from which the public is necessari-
ly barred.”[i] Other than this caveat, Pantex is
framed as an economic boon—encouraging
young, patriotic families to move to the area and
help the war effort. What is less discussed—if,
indeed, it is mentioned at all—are stories like
those of the farmers displaced to build Pantex.

Historian Alex Hunt writes that the land
claimed by Congress for this plant “was part
of a German Catholic community called St.
Francis.”[ii] He continues, “Pantex began op-
erations in 1942, coincidentally the first really
wet year since the Dust Bowl. That spring the
finest crop of winter wheat in many years was
near harvest when on April 6, 1942, nineteen
farm families ... learned they had fourteen days
to vacate their land.” The loss of their lands and
livelihoods was not reported, possibly because
it was deemed a necessary sacrifice in the inter-
est of protecting democracy. Steven Schroeder
documents interviews that were later taken with
some of these dispossessed farmers—noting the
“severe hardships” the move placed upon the
farmers. One, Margaret Bertrand, remembers:

The wheat question was a particularly knotty
problem...the farmers were offered $2.50 per acre
for their crops and later the harvest proved to be
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worth closer to $30 an acre. Also, when custom
harvesters were brought in from Amarillo to har-
vest the crop, they were paid $6 per acre, twice the
going price, while none of the dispossessed farm-
ers were allowed to cut the grain. This entire in-
cident of being knocked down again, just as they
were about to recover from bad circumstances,
has left a bitter legacy in the St. Francis area.[iii]

Local newspapers did not report on the plight
of these farmers, though a headline in The Pan-
handle Herald did note the great wheat harvest of
1942. Instead, articles encouraging wartime re-
solve and quiet optimism dominate the portray-
al of Pantex during this time. On May 15, 1942,
one month after the farmers of St. Francis were
evicted from their land, and one week before the
article warning off trespassers, Major Burgard is
quoted ata Lion’s Club meeting in Carson Coun-
ty: “This war hasn’t been won yet, and don't let
anyone tell you it has. However, we will win,
and don’t let anyone tell you that we won't.[iv]”

Pantex first operated as a conventional bomb
plant and had no nuclear capabilities. In 1948,
when the war ended, the buildings and sur-
rounding property were sold to Texas Tech
University—based out of Lubbock, Texas—on
the condition that the government could re-
capture the property in the case of a national
emergency. Texas Tech conducted wheat poi-
soning experiments and educational studies
on crops and livestock for around two years
until the plant was reclaimed and reopened in
1951, under the purview of the Atomic Energy
Commission. The exact mission of the facili-
ty under the AEO was unclear. Many articles
from this time were characterized by attempts
to suss out Pantex’s new purpose. On Janu-
ary 21, 1951, The Sweetwater Reporter noted:

The atomic energy commission announced today
that it is establishing a new production works at
Pantex Ordnance reservation 17 miles east of Am-
arillo. The commission did not say what will be
produced at Pantex but apparently it will involve
a phase of atomic miles east of Amarillo. The com-
mission did not say what will be produced at Pantex
but apparently it will involve a phase of atom-
ic weapons manufacture..the AEC said...
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“there is mno work complicated for Pantex
which would involve radioactive materials.[v]

In an equally reassuring piece from 1952, The
Daily News-Telegram from Sulphur Springs, Tex-
as also insisted on the separation of the plant’s
explosive testing capabilities and nuclear energy
presence—reporting that Pantex Field Manager
Walter Stagg “said no work involving radioac-
tive materials will be conducted at Pantex.”[vi]
This narrative, and the media’'s up-
holding of it, lasted into the 197o0s.

MEDIA NARRATIVES
DURING THE SEVENTIES &
BEYOND

In January of 1976, Howard Swindle of the
Lubbock Avalanche-Journal wrote a widely-cir-
culated piece discussing that which was likely
suspected by locals, but carefully concealed by
employees and officials: Pantex was responsible
for constructing much of the U.S. government’s
nuclear weapon inventory. Where area papers
once reported the claims of the plant at face
value, Swindle now wrote: “The same agricul-
ture-rich Texas Panhandle that feeds a hungry
world also is manufacturing enough firepower
to destroy it.”[vii] He juxtaposed the incongru-
ity of Pantex’s location—the “red-brick, ram-
shackle plant..lying unnoticed among some
of the nation’s most productive farmland”
with the existential horror it could produce.
While other newspaper portrayals of Pantex—
wedding announcements, obituaries, award
ceremonies—still appeared in good numbers
through the 1970s, there was a taste of coun-
ternarrative, a reaction. Swindle, in fact, ended
his piece with the description of a road sign; he
writes: “Across Farm Road 683, there’s a sign
faded by years, advertising five-acre tracts for
sale. The dreams of a residential subdivision
across from the nation’s only atomic bomb
plant are as dim as the lettering on the sign. To-
day the only neighbors of the Pantex plant are
the residents of a single mobile home parked
where a developer once envisioned Mead-
owlark Estates.” This was a sign of a lost past
but hearkened to how future residents would
understand their relationship to the plant.
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Amarilloans’ perception of Pantex would be-
come complicated in a way it had not before
when Leroy T. Matthiesen, a bishop of the Di-
ocese of Amarillo from 1980 to 1997, entered
the discourse about the plant in August of 1981.
He wrote a statement for the West Texas Cath-
olic, the Diocese of Amarillo’s newspaper, to
protest the stockpiling of nuclear weapons un-
der the Reagan administration. As he explains
in his memoir, Wise and Otherwise: The Life and
Times of a Cottonpicking Texas Bishop, he was
protesting the “neutron bomb” that would be
assembled at Pantex in particular. In his state-
ment for the West Texas Catholic, he made the
following pleas: “We beg our administration
to stop accelerating the arms race. We beg our
military to use common sense and moderation
in our defense posture. We urge individuals in-
volved in the production and stockpiling of nu-
clear bombs to consider what they are doing, to
resign from such activities, and to seek employ-
ment in peaceful pursuits.”[viii] The Amarillo
newspapers ran his statement with the headline
“Bishop Urges Pantex Workers to Resign.” He
reflected in his memoir: “The statement had hit
a nerve and sparked an anti-nuclear movement
that brought the world to Amarillo.” Matthiesen
was ambushed by critics and supporters alike.

That same September, The New York Times re-
ported on Matthiesen’s statement—evidence of
his narrative’s momentum: “In this hub of beef
cattle and nuclear weapons production, Bishop
Leroy T. Matthiesen of the Roman Catholic di-
ocese here, has begun an unpopular, one-man
campaign against the neutron bomb.”[ix] In-
deed, in a paper closer to home—The Baytown
Sun, writer Robert Walters confirmed this state-
ment in an interview with Matthiesen. Writing
several months after the publication of Mat-
thiesen’s initial statement, Walters confirmed
that no Catholic workers (or any workers, for
that matter) had resigned as result of his call
to disarm. A dichotomy had formed, he wrote,
even in the letters Matthiessen received: “The
mail from other sections of the country was al-
most universally favorable, but the reaction in
the Panhandle was overwhelmingly hostile.”[x]
Despite the knowledge of Pantex’s work, despite
the religious call for peace in a highly religious
community, the reason for the hostility was the
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same as ever: “One of the area’s major employ
ers, Pantex has an annual budget estimated at
$75 to $80 million” he continued, “[lJocal polit-
ical, civic and business leaders were highly crit-
ical of the bishop. They ‘apparently look at the
question of nuclear proliferation as a chamber
of commerce value,” responded an editor of the
West Texas State University campus newspaper.”

These two articles demonstrate that distance
was operative in the way Pantex was portrayed:
for The New York Times-reading audience out-
side of the Texas Panhandle, Matthiesen’s mor-
al argument was urgent and compelling, un-
complicated by personal connections. For the
local audience, the larger moral and existential
quandary posed by Pantex was dwarfed by the
threat of what the plant’s closure would mean
for day-to-day lives and livelihoods of the com-
munities that depended on it for economic
stability. Yet, within Walter’s own article, there
was a crack in the “overwhelming hostility” he
attributed to locals. The editor of the WTSU stu-
dent paper expressed criticism of city officials
and their ability to be bought off by Pantex. The
nuance of local perspective was obscured with
distance to the point where the entire conver-
sation became one bishop against an entire
community. One writer who read about Mat-
thiesen in The New York Times, however, chose
instead to see the discourse amongst the com-
munity, and in the media, as more complex.

Writer A.J. Mojtabai traveled to Amarillo in 1982
to write an article on Pantex and the ensuing cul-
ture war Matthiessen’s criticism had sparked.
Her book-length reporting on the area, Blessed
Assurance: At Home with the Bomb in Amaril-
lo, Texas, chronicled her time in Amarillo from
1982-1986 and her attempt to understand how
Pantex’s presence had become so entrenched.
She interviewed Pantex employees, newspaper
editors, city officials, religious figures, even
strangers on the street. One interviewee, the
local oil and art financier Stanley Marsh 3 (he
did not care for Roman numerals), summed up
what most of the newspaper archives over the
decades show, even if not all would agree with
his assessment. “It crept up on us, and I nev-
er quite knew...and I think they did an awful,
stinking, dirty trick to the town, hoodwinked us,
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to make us into the murder capital without even
telling us...and I think they did it intentionally
because they knew that if they publicized the
fact that this was going to be the one place...
then I think that we wouldn’t have let them do
it.”[xi] Like the homes that would never be built
across from Pantex’s gates, we can only spec-
ulate on a future that will never be. Yet Mojta-
bai’s reporting is important in emphasizing the
complexity that existed beneath the surface of
a seemingly homogenous community stance.

THE CRITIQUE OF PANTEX

In the 1980s, the media backlash that Pan-
tex faced, even if limited, was extraordinarily
powerful. The media attention driven by Mat-
thiessen’s activism triggered a wave of protests
to demand disarmament—or at the very least,
accountability, from Pantex. Students from
the University of North Texas in Denton, Tex-
as road-tripped to protest outside of Pantex’s
gates. Members of the Catholic peace organiza-
tion Pax Christi engaged in a walking pilgrim-
age from Washington D.C. to Pantex, arriving
by August 6, Hiroshima Day. And multiple lo-
cal organizations formed to advocate for com-
munity concerns—such as Peace Farm, who
still claim to act as ‘witnesses’ against nuclear
proliferation at Pantex. In addition, groups like
PANAL (Panhandle Area Neighbors and Land-
owners) and STAR (Save Texas Agriculture and
Resources) organized to protect the property,
livestock, and other agricultural resources in the
region. Whether out of reaction to the negative
press the plant received from these protests or
to forestall the U.S. Government from consoli-
dating the remaining nuclear weapon assembly
plants somewhere else, Pantex made a move
toward transparency beginning in the 199os.

Advertisements in area papers invited residents
to apply for the Pantex Plant Advisory Board.
In a 1993 copy of The Canadian Record, the call
came for a “16-member Selection Committee
that represents diverse perspectives and interest
groups and is ethnically, socially, and cultural-
ly diverse.”[xii] The article continued, “The the
advisory board is to provide informed recom-
mendations and advice to the Department of
Energy” and “will address health, safety, envi-
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mental, and waste management issues.” In ad-
dition to this committee, in January of 1993,
Pantex began to offer curated tours to the pub-
lic—once a week, for 20 people at a time. The
popularity of the tour among locals created a
months-long backlog. They eventually expand-
ed the tour to a maximum of 4o visitors, and
twice weekly. A demand was apparently met
for the veil to finally be lifted on the secretive
government facility on the edge of town. And
now, it seemed that the plant wanted to make
a concerted effort to address the questions and
concerns of a community that was only too will-
ing to accept their answers—so long as those
answers were good for the economy. For a time,
it seemed, a sense of balance was struck be-
tween economic interest and environmental/
humanitarian concerns, in large part because
of the efforts of journalists and activists alike.

After September 11, 2001, the brief window of
transparency closed once more. In his memoir,
Matthiesen noted that the citizens’ committee
was disbanded as a result of the September 11
attacks. Tours of Pantex likewise ceased. “Once
more,” he wrote, “the shroud of secrecy [fell]
over Pantex.”[xiii] Citizens and local media out-
lets seemed only too content to return to World
War II-era discourse on the plant—likely out of
a similar sense of patriotism. Over the course
of the 1980s and 1990s, The Canadian Record, a
Texas-based newspaper, took aim at what it felt
was a culture of overly subservient journalism
in Amarillo. In a 1980 opinion piece, one au-
thor wrote: “The Amarillo newspaper [as well
as other Amarillo news media] have at times
reported guardedly about Pantex and its opera-
tions...but it isn’t too popular in the Panhandle’s
capital city to probe too deeply into local mili-
tary or industrial matters.” And again, in 1990,
when the local airport was at threat of closure
to meet a request from Pantex, the paper wrote
that “Amarillo officials seem torn between pre-
serving service at the airport and catering to
their sacred cow at Pantex.” Though many of
The Amarillo Globe’s back-issues do not exist
or are not readily available, what is accessible
(2002-2022) only confirms The Canadian Re-
cord’s critique. Wedding announcements, obit-
uaries, articles lauding Pantex’s philanthropy to
area Girl Scout troops and the United Way make

up the totality of their more recent records. In
fact, many of these articles closely mirror the
blog Pantex runs on its own website—the same
information, with slightly different syntax.

CONCLUSION

The work of activists and journalists within and
outside of Amarillo have, at various points in
history, called into question Pantex’s entrench-
ment in the Texas Panhandle. Post 9-11, the
plant’s work and influence on the area once
more became shadowy and nebulous. And,
though the Texas Panhandle and Pantex have
weathered multiple seasons of wartime politics
and calls for patriotism, though media coverage
has trended positive during wartime and more
critical during peacetime, there has been no such
trend since 2001. Post-9-11 patriotism has cer-
tainly lulled, and yet the local narrative around
Pantex remained uncritical and unchanging.
Given the continual closure or weakening of
local newspapers, even historically better-fund-
ed ones like The Amarillo Globe News—which
is now owned by USA Today and boasts a total
staff of four news writers and two sports writ-
ers—it is difficult to see how Pantex’s role in the
economy and local culture will ever come into
question again. It is an institution—community
lifeblood. The violence inherent in its mission
is made to seem inevitable, like a force of na-
ture. Perhaps it will always be necessary for a
plant like Pantex to exist in the U.S., and per-
haps it makes sense that this plant remains in
Amarillo, Texas. Even still, the weakening and
closing of area newspapers makes it more dif-
ficult to challenge Pantex’s continued presence
in the Panhandle and demand greater account-
ability and transparency from its leadership.
The conversation about Pantex is lopsided, driv-
en by the power of government-backed PR, and
ultimately, by weak local journalistic presence.
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ABSTRACT

It is well-acknowledged that access to alternative sources of information is one of the most
important requirements for a liberal democracy. Plural media provide citizens with opportu-
nities to discover diverse political ideas, receive comprehensive information of social events,
and form objective opinions independently. The same logic can be applied to terminating de-
mocratization: taking control of marketized media outlets and establishing the dominance
of state media are among one of the initial steps of power centralization. This paper is a study
of the diminishing and the eventual “death” of investigative journalism in China during the
2010s when China’s current President Xi Jinping assumed and tightened the grip on power.
It argues that state sanction on investigative journalism severed a communication channel
between the power-holders and the people, fostered a nationalist public, and discouraged civic
participation, which ultimately encroached on people’s freedom of expression and rights to
knowledge. The extreme example of CCP’s control on mass media illustrates the significance
of media pluralism in fostering a liberal democracy as well as protecting people’s civil rights.

INTRODUCTION

On June 10, 2022, a young woman and her
three friends were repeatedly beaten by a group
of men in a restaurant in Tangshan, Hebei, Chi-
na. Security camera footage showed that before
the assault, one of the men also sexually ha-
rassed the woman before attacking her and her
companions, all of whom suffered injuries. The
assailants were not arrested until the footage
went viral on the internet the next day, at which
time the authorities were finally alerted. The
incident generated a public outcry, demanding
justice for the criminals and new legislation
to prevent gender violence. Although the inci-
dent itself received substantial media attention,
however, there was little reporting about the
victims. Other than a 30-second interview with
of one of the victims by CCTV (China Central
Television) aired two months after the attack,
there was no investigative reporting about the
incident from any privately-owned media outlet.
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The 2022 Tangshan restaurant attack was not
the only incident that was missing media cov-
erage from non-state media outlets. In January
2022, a Tiktok video filmed in a village in Xuzhou
quickly became a hot topic on the Chinese inter-
net. In this video, a mentally disturbed woman
was chained to a wall in a makeshift shelter. The
individual who filmed the short video appeared
to be her husband, who said the woman had giv-
en birth to eight children, and that the family
was receiving financial support from the pub-
lic. The Chinese internet public was appalled by
what appeared to be domestic abuse, illegal im-
prisonment and potentially, human trafficking.

Investigative journalists and angry citizens at-
tempted to travel to the village to learn about
the family, but local authorities cut off the roads
around the village, deployed military troops,
and turned down any request for interviews.
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In late February, the state media published a few
reports about the incident, which answered some
questions about the chained woman. Those be-
cametheonlysourcesofinformationforthepublic.

The lack of alternative information resources
meant that what actually happened to the vic-
tims, how they were recovering from the trau-
ma, and the general accuracy of state media re-
ports remained unknown to the public. These
two cases could have attracted great media
attention and would provided material for in-
vestigative journalists in China. Instead, they
were silenced. This article explores the waxing
and waning of Chinese investigative journal-
ism and its ripple effect on Chinese society. It
argues that the end of investigative journalism
hinders communication between people and
the government, has led to new waves of na-
tionalist sensations, and discouraged citizens’
participation in politics and public agenda. It
concludes by arguing that the party-state’s tight-
ened control of media is indicative of a broad-
er transition from an authoritarian state to a
totalitarian one. At the same time, government
credibility is likely to decrease since state me-
dia does not provide enough accurate informa-
tion — which is untenable in the internet age.

CHALLENGES TO
INVESTIGATIVE
JOURNALISM IN CHINA

Chinese investigative journalism experienced
rapid growth in the 199os when China’s eco-
nomic reforms created new social issues that
attracted media attention. The relaxed polit-
ical atmosphere at the time also encouraged
media practitioners to engage in profession-
al journalism rather than party propaganda.[i]
By allowing critical media voices, the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) attempted to estab-
lish an image of “a caring state that is willing
to solve citizens’ problems” and regain trust
from the public. Compared to the previous pro-
paganda methods that mainly featured brain-
washing, the new practices of “public opinion
guidance” (yulun daoxiang) and “supervision by
public opinion” (yulun jiandu) were more effec-
tive in terms of mitigating public opinion and
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maintaining the legitimacy of the regime.[ii]

From the 1990s to the 2000s, critical investiga-
tive reporting in China covered various social,
economic, and political problems, such as cor-
ruption, income inequalities, and food safety.
A number of media organizations that regu-
larly carried out in-depth investigative report-
ing became popular around that time, such as
Southern Weekly, Southern Metropolis Daily, and
Oriental Morning Post. Even though the scope
and content of these investigative reports were
limited and usually subject to state censorship
and self-censorship, they still played an im-
portant role in offering alternative information
sources to the public and supervising the exec-
utive power of local government authorities.[iii]

This burgeoning investigative journalism did
not last long in China. After Xi Jinping came to
power in late 2012, the central leadership “up-
graded” media governance in many aspects, in-
cluding by launching internet legal regulations,
intensifying censorship, and jailing journalists
and activists. In 2013, the CCP issued an inter-
nal document titled “Briefing on the Current
Situation in the Ideological Realm,” which was
widely circulated within the party. The docu-
ment referred to the danger of western values
and ideas that competed with the CCP’s ideolo-
gy and which should be uprooted from Chinese
society. These included constitutional democ-
racy, universal values of human rights, media
independence, civil society, and market-driven
neoliberalism. It also asserted that “the media
should be unwaveringly controlled by the Par-
ty centered around General Secretary Xi.” The
document illustrated the direction of CCP’s pol-
icy on media in the Xi era and foreshadowed
the fate of investigative journalism in China.

An episode that took place in 2013 at the South-
ern Weekly signaled the beginning of the intensi-
fication of media control in Xi’s administration.
During this incident, a local government propa-
ganda department ignored standard censorship
practice and changed the headline and content
of Southern Weekly's 2013 New Year’s message
without first informing its editors. This prompt-
ed critical journalists all over the country to start
an internal protest against local censorship,
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an internal protest against local censorship,
which soon subsided due to political pressure.
In subsequent years, it became increasingly dif-
ficult for investigative journalists to cover signif-
icant domestic events. Local authorities prevent-
ed journalists from conducting interviews and
intensified censorship on news articles before
they were published. The fast growth of digital
and social media also competed with traditional
media such as newspapers and TV programs.
According to one study, nearly half of Chinese
investigative journalists had left their jobs by
the end of 2017.[iv] In the 2021 annual report of
the Committee to Protect Journalists, China re-
mained the world’s worst jailer of journalists for
the third year in a row, with 50 journalists jailed.

THE RESULTS OF
INVESTIGATIVE
JOURNALISM’S DECLINE

The rapid decline of investigative journalism in
China was a devastating blow to Chinese society.
First of all, it severed a communication channel
between the power-holders and the people. In a
democratic context, the press plays an import-
ant role in politics because it serves as an “in-
formal power” that holds “formal power-hold-
ers” accountable. Journalists help citizens to
carry out their basic rights to be informed.[v]

Some scholars propose that the relationship be-
tween journalism and democracy can be seen as
a social contract, as only a democratic govern-
ment will allow private media to exercise free-
doms of speech, expression and information. At
the same time, to make sure a democracy func-
tions properly, media and journalism serve as
the “watchdog” of the state and provide space for
public discussion. They also offer decision-mak-
ers in government vital information to make
policy choices that benefit the public interest.[vi]

China, though an authoritarian state, never-
theless benefited from private media, which to
some extent did act as the “watchdog” of the
party and helped keep local officials in check.
[vii] Without media oversight, problems in gov-
ernance are easier to hide from citizens, and
there is more room for government cover-ups.
Citizens do not have access to basic information
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about government performance and about the
real problems facing society. It is also more dif-
ficult for the party-state to learn about societal
sentiments from the bottom up.[viii] A unified
media voice that only represents the harmoni-
ous side of the society will not provide accurate
context to the central leadership. Hence, the
struggles and difficulties of ordinary citizens
are easily absent from the government’s view,
and citizens are forced to resort to other meth-
ods, such as social media, to inform the pub-
lic and must hold out hope that a viral post will
eventually get the attention of the authorities.
In recent years, the forums of public opinion
in China gradually shifted from traditional me-
dia outlets to digital platforms where people’s
voices are expressed individually. Only when
a post asking for help or encouraging public
caution receives a sizable amount of exposure
and re-posting will it attract official attention.

The prohibition of critical journalistic voices has
also contributed to the formation of a national-
ist public. The party-state’s rejection of media
oversight reflects its intolerance of any external
criticism. This conveys the message that the
central leadership behaves flawlessly and always
makes the right decisions. Together with Xi Jin-
ping’s propaganda narrative of “rejuvenating
the great Chinese nation,” this unwritten polit-
ical principle has encouraged nationalist sen-
timents across the country, which is especially
visible online. A group of patriotic bloggers has
emerged to promote nationalistic content on
their accounts and earn fame thanks to the en-
dorsement of party media outlets.[ix] Nationalist
citizens have taken pride in China’s superiority
in terms of economic development and political
system, and they depict any critical voice of the
government as “anti-China” and “anti-CCP.”

The narrative of “colluding with foreign/west-
ern forces” has often been used to silence those
who publicly state dissatisfaction with public
authorities. For example, in the early days of
Wuhan’s COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, the au-
thor Fangfang posted a series of Weibo (China’s
equivalent of Twitter) entries documenting her
life in quarantine as a Wuhan local. In her daily
installments, entitled “Quarantine Diaries,” she
shared with her online readers her changing




moods and emotions of being quarantined with-
out reliable information. While the diary was
well-received in the beginning, some nationalist
commentators grew increasingly impatient with
her candid comments and relentless calls for
government accountability. Combined with the
overseas publication of the diary’s English and
German translation, some in the public became
turious with Fangfang’s “treacherous behav-
ior.” They accused her of airing China’s “dirty
laundry” to the West and of casting a negative
light on China’s response to the virus. Fang-
fang was on the receiving end of massive inter-
net trolling and death threats. She underwent
this harassment because she had expressed
concern about government efficiency and po-
tential cover-ups and wrongdoing during the
outbreak, despite the fact that she had the con-
stitutional right to record the video testimonials.

Unfortunately, the political climate in China
deems open criticism of public authorities as an
unacceptable act of political engagement. This
atmosphere has fostered populist and nation-
alist sensations that encroach on freedoms of
speech and expression of any individuals who are
brave enough to criticize authorities in public.
Without investigative reporting, it is more chal-
lenging for citizens to participate in civil society
and defend their constitutional rights. Alter-
native and relatively independent information
sources are one of the prerequisites for a liberal
democracy. Citizens need to gather information
from sources other than those from the govern-
ment to understand societal issues and form
relatively objective opinions. And, to partici-
pate in a public agenda, citizens need access to
a diversity of content that covers interests from
different social groups and factions.[x] The state
sanction of investigative journalism and critical
media voices in general further hinders citizens’
ability to know about their own country and en-
gage with politics, as the media and press con-
trolled by the government only present a posi-
tive image of the country and the government
while avoiding possible issues in governance.

The development of civil society in China has
also been affected in recent years by the down-
fall of investigative journalism. Chinese inves-
tigative journalists used to engage actively with
lawyers, public intellectuals, civil society organi-
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zations, and other members of the public. They
once established networks and communities
through social media platforms, off-line salons,
and annual conferences. Some of the investi-
gative journalists were themselves active mem-
bers of Chinese civil society. Wang Keqin is
one of the most well-known investigative jour-
nalists in China, and founder of the Love Save
Pneumoconiosis charity organization to sup-
port migrant workers with black lung disease.
Civil society benefits greatly from investigative
journalism, since it brings public exposure and
attention to the issues that they report upon.
Likewise, investigative journalists can use help
from local civic organizations in the course of
their reporting.[xi] However, as the party-state
tightened its political control over journalists
during the last few decades, both civil society
and investigative journalists have become the
targets of an iron fist. Non-governmental or-
ganizations that do not advocate for political
movements or challenge the state are allowed
to exist. But it is difficult for them to enter the
public eye without professional news reporting;
social media platforms are under increasingly
intensified censorship.[xii] Organizations that
advocate on politically sensitive topics, such as
gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights, often face
accusations of “colluding with foreign forces”
from the authorities and nationalist citizens.

CONCLUSION

The diminishing of Chinese investigative jour-
nalism signals the acceleration of its transition
from an authoritarian state to a totalitarian one.
Instead of allowing investigative reporting to
raise social issues and improve government per-
formance, the party-state regards it as a men-
ace to social stability and to CCP leadership.
[xiii] The CCP’s intensified control on media,
together with other surveillance methods that
emerged in the past three years in the name
of pandemic control, demonstrates the CCP’s
determination to contain the population and
threaten any attempts to challenge its political
legitimacy. The effects of totalitarian methods,
however, cut two ways. The current admin-
istration risks losing credibility in its quest to
monopolize the media and press, as demon-
strated in China’s sudden revocation of the
“Zero-COVID” policy at the behest of activists.
This rapid policy change has placed incredible
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pressure under the Chinese healthcare system, with some doctors and nurses expe-
riencing what medical staff in other countries had gone through in March and April
2020. These comments, of course, are vastly different than those shared by pub-
lic media entities. The decision of whom to believe is thus left to Chinese citizens.
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JOURNALISTS’ ROUNDTABLLE:
ON THE ROLE OF PRESS IN

DEMOCRACIES

TIZIANA DEARING (WBUR/NPR), RENEE GRAHAM
(BOSTON GLOBE), & PIOTR SMOLAR (LE MONDE)

Held at the Clough Center Workshop, “Renewing Journalism,
Restoring Democracy” (September 2022)

TIZIANA DEARING

Why do we care about renewing journalism? Why do we care about restoring democracy? For
me, it is the free flow of quality information and the ability to understand each other in com-
munity. Those are my “whys.” What are yours? That’s the first thing. The second thing is the
difference in form, between digital journalism, print journalism, televised journalism, and ra-
dio journalism. The formats both constrain and permit how we tell stories, what kinds of stories
we're good at telling, and the way you will connect with those stories as consumers. In an ide-
al world, you consume news through all of those media. The third thing is that profit matters.
In itself, this is neither good nor bad; it just matters. The way an institution makes its money
and, of course, the institution itself, has influence. Starting with how long a story you can tell.
In in local television news, you're lucky if you get 9o seconds. Contrast that with the length of
an acceptable digital or print piece, or the length that you can tell in a podcast or a documen-
tary or an hourly live radio program. We represent here all of those formats. We also represent
both news and opinion. And all of those things shape the way journalism plays into, supports,
and/or undermines democracy. So Renee, now I'll turn it over to you for your opening remarks.

RENEE GRAHAM

Thank you. On September 8th, Queen Elizabeth II died. You might have heard something about it.
A day later, her son, the King formerly known as Prince Charles, gave his first speech. ABC, NBC,
and CBS all preempted their regular daytime programming and carried the speech live. Flashback
to just a week earlier when President Biden, who, unlike King Charles III, actually leads our na-
tion, gave a primetime address about the ongoing and very real threats to American democracy.
Not a single one of those networks carried it live. Even as the president said Donald Trump and the
MAGA Republicans represent an extremism that threatens the very foundations of our republic,
network executives had already made a decision that what was more important for their viewers to
see were repeats of “Young Sheldon” on CBS, “Law and Order” on NBC and on ABC, a new episode
of “Press Your Luck”. A president talking about our flailing democracy was no match for reruns
and a game show. Whatever the reasoning, it was determined that attacks on democracy and an
ongoing coup fermenting within our borders did not merit primetime attention on their airwaves.

This response, or lack thereof, falls egregiously beneath what this moment demands. That Biden

felt the need to make that speech says a lot about how dire the situation is. Many Americans have
long taken for granted the invincibility of democracy. Even in its flawed and incomplete state, it has
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always been there so it would always be there. But come November, nearly every state will have at
least one Republican nominee who denies the legitimacy of the 2020 presidential election outcome.
Even some who grudgingly admit that Biden is president continue to insist that there was wide-
spread fraud when there was no such thing. And several of those Republican candidates have so far
refused to say whether they will accept the results of their election if they lose. Call them ultra MAGA,
MAGA Republicans, semi-fascist, or whatever, but they’re all using the same playbook codified by
Trump in 2020, the same one he was hinting at in 2026 when he often spoke of rig elections. He
spent his entire presidency trying to de-legitimize elections and carving into the heart of democracy.

Inthis perilous moment, we asjournalists mustdevelop our own playbook to weed through theliesand
conspiracies, to ignore the distractions, to be more than stenographers, and to report the truth. Tough,
honest, and unflinching journalism is vital to democracy. A free press is democracy’s guardian, a re-
stricted or reckless press, its nemesis. There’s a reason why one of the first actions undertaken by bud-
dingauthoritariansistoclamp down onthe media. They wantto control the narrative to better suit their
own political needs and ambitions while at the same time keeping citizens uninformed and fearful.
Whatwe should now recognizeis thatdemocracies can also diein broad daylightas well as in darkness.

All this is happening during a difficult time for journalism, especially newspapers. Since 2005, about
2,500 newspapers nationwide have closed. That’s one fourth of them. By 20235, a third will be gone.
Those thatremain battle shrinking staffsand circulation. We’re all trying to do alot more with alotless.
We also know the stories about what happens in communities thatlose their local newspapers and be-
comenews deserts. Local governments go unchecked and participation in elections drops. This urgent
moment is too important to be left to TikTok, which is where 33% of its users say they get their news.

What we certainly don’t need is a repeat of 2016. I sometimes wonder what might have hap-
pened, what might have been different if so many in the media hadn’t promoted the false nar-
rative crediting Trump’s rise to economic anxiety, instead of calling out what it really was:
pure, unadulterated racism and white supremacist grievance after the first black president.
What we don’t need are attacks on democracy treated as a sideshow. And the media, again, get-
ting too smitten with spectacle and missing the real story. All journalists must learn to call a
thing a thing. If it’s a lie, call it a lie. If it’s sexist, call it sexist. If it’s racist, do not call it ra-
cially motivated or racially changed. Call it racism. There is no time for euphemisms and soft
peddling hard facts. We must also examine our own biases and blind spots because we all have
them. And too few journalists check those blind spots when decisions are made on what gets
covered, who gets assigned which stories, what ultimately gets reported, published and aired.

For many of us, being a journalist isn’t a job, it’s a sacred calling. And every day we are called
upon to do our best to get it right and tell it like it is. Facts are not partisan. Truth is not par-
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san. Don’t kowtow to both sidesisms where none exist. What we do as journalists, es-
pecially in these next few weeks leading to the midterms, may be some of the most crit-
ical work of our lives. As democracy’s guardians, we, too, are under threat from far-
right groups and politicians, yet with so much at stake, we can't afford to back down or
disappoint readers and viewers who count on us. This time, our democracy is counting on us too.

PIOTR SMOLAR

I don't feel very comfortable when journalists are asked to fulfill the mission to become white
knights, to defend a cause. I don’t shy away from the dilemmas and challenges that we all face in
liberal democracies. I'm a son of political refugees from Poland who sheltered in France. In my
childhood, our family friends were in prison in Poland because they were launching underground
newspapers. So I know what the weight of courage is and what it means to defend values. But
what [ mean is that today in liberal democracy there’s a great risk, for our political system, but also
for journalists, if they only preach to the choir. And I think we have to be very careful with this.

What strikes me the most right now is to what extent it has become difficult to even define
journalism in the modern world. Of course, in a dictatorship there’s no journalism. Very lit-
tle in an authoritarian regime. I lived in Russia for several years, at the end of the Yeltsin era.
And you had an incredible pluralism at that time. There were many different private TV chan-
nels and newspapers, but most of them were defending private interests. And, you know, they
belonged to oligarchs. So right now, liberal democracy is the way of private owners and some-
times of their own political agendas. And so the very strong polarization of public debates has
contributed to an unhealthy situation in which you have blurred lines. Blurred lines between en-
tertainment and information, between opinions and facts, and between ideology and methodology.

Earlier in his remarks, Jonathan mentioned this quote from Jan-Werner Miiller about the press’s
role in “Preserving democracy rather than promoting democracy.” And I like that. I mean, obvious-
ly, there’s no objectivity, no neutrality, no purity of facts for journalism. But I think in a very, sort
of, modest and careful way that if we do our jobs vigorously, scrupulously, we will serve democracy.

RENEE GRAHAM

You know, you can both preserve and promote democracy. I don't see them as being separate
entities. I am an opinion columnist now, but I was a news journalist for 3o years, and where
we are right now requires frank conversations. It was absolutely maddening to me during the
Trump years watching really smart journalists wrestling with whether or not to call a lie a lie.
Of course, as an opinion columnist, I just called him a liar because he was lying. But the fact
that they were fussing about that wasn’t about their lack of objectivity, it was their inability to
actually face the fact of a president who was out and out lying. All politicians lie, of course. But
this was on a different scale entirely. We need to say exactly what’s happening. And you can
do that within the context of news. But saying that he misspoke? He didn’t misspeak, he lied!

There was the same problem with calling him racist. Remember it was Dean Baquet, the
head of the New York Times, talking about not wanting to call The President of the Unit-
ed States a liar and not wanting to call him a racist. And I just thought, but if he’s say-
ing racist things, then you should be able to call him a racist. Otherwise, you are complic-
it. You're covering up what he’s doing. And I don’t think that's what journalism is about.

TIZIANA DEARING So Renee just talked about what was maddening

to her. What is maddening to you as a journalist?
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PIOTR SMOLAR

I wouldn’t use the word maddening. I try to work with empathy in order to understand people with
whom I don’t agree. Because if I only speak to brilliant and sophisticated people, I will never under-
stand the other part of society. So, for example, on Saturday evening, I was in Youngstown, Ohio ata
Trump rally. It was my first Trump rally. And I was very surprised by the fact that there were no main-
stream media, almost none. I think it’s a problem if mainstream media don’t cover the other side.

I understand what you're saying, Renee, and I understand calling a racist a racist. I see your
point. But the basic mission of journalists is also being on the ground to collect facts and talk
to people even if you don’t agree with them. There’s a lot to be said about common issues that
we had in France and in the US regarding the far-right, well before the Trump era. In France,
our media went through a sort of electric shock when a candidate from the far-right went to the
second round of the presidential election in 2002. Since then, the terms of the debate have not
changed. How do we report on the far-right? If we demonize them from morning till dawn, the
supporters will feel obviously alienated and resentful. And if we treat them as any party, which
they're not, we will help them to become respectable and it'll be like whitewashing of racist
ideas. So there is no easy answer and I don’t have perfect recommendations. I'm just underlin-
ing how difficult that is. And not only in the States, but also in France, in Italy, or in Poland.

TIZIANA DEARING

What I find particularly useful in this conversation is the modeling of different perspectives that
exist in journalism right now. And part of the conversation that we are having about the role of
those different perspectives is how we maintain the free flow of quality information, the speak-
ing of truth to power, the building of empathy and community, all of which I would argue could
legitimately be considered some of the objectives of journalism. So I'll model a third place. I have
very strong opinions about what each of you said. But a third place that journalism can also sit is
in keeping your mouth shut and bringing forward those perspectives for the listener, the reader,
the viewer, to then draw conclusions from themselves. To draw out the best argument, the best
information, stay out of it. And I cannot emphasize enough how hard that can be when you're
doing, let’s say, a live hour on the day the Supreme Court rules on Roe v. Wade! But that is the
third piece of where journalism comes in. And I think it’s useful to situate that, because it seems
to me that part of the struggle is where to be on the continuum and how much weight to put on
the various pieces of that continuum in order to do the two things we’re talking about, which is
renew journalism and restore democracy. So maybe I'll just turn it over to you to riff on from there.

RENEE GRAHAM

You know, it’s interesting. I don’t feel like I have demonized the far-right. I just write what they say
and let them demonize themselves. I don't have to go out of my way to do that. So, a quick story. I
was at The Globe for 18 years and then left and went to academia and thought, wow, that's wrong
for me. And I went back to journalism. And I started on November 77th, 2016, the day before the
election. I sat there and watched that ticker going from Clinton to Trump. I was getting a lot of mail
from Trump supporters and early on I would respond to all of them and sometimes I could talk
them off the cliff a little bit. They thought they were just yelling into the void, but when an actual
person responded, they would go, “Oh my God, I can’t believe I said that mean thing. I hadn’t had
my coffee this morning. I'm so sorry.” That began to change. I can’t talk to them anymore, be-
cause now everything is overwhelmingly n-words, everything is guns, everything is “I know where
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you work.” I don’t even have a comment section on my columns anymore because it was so rac-
ist, other readers began to complain to The Globe about it. I don’t know how to reason with that.

When Trump was on his “enemy of the people” kick four years ago, The Globe got all these news-
papers around the country, and some around the world, to have editorials on the same day, to
decry what Trump was doing to journalism. The Globe began to get bomb threats, to the point we
had to have Boston Police officers in the building. We could not leave for lunch. The editor who
organized it had to get armed escorts to work. I don’t know how to reason with that person. I can’t
see that side because that is not how I operate. James Baldwin said, “We can disagree and still love
each other unless your disagreement is rooted in my oppression and denial of my humanity and
right to exist.” That’s where I am with this. I want to have that conversation, but they just want
to call me the n-word and I'm not here for that. Your subscription does not give you that right.

PIOTR SMOLAR

I agree a hundred percent with what you just said. I want to talk for two seconds about the January
6th Committee, which I found jaw dropping. I couldn’t believe the level of detail and the testimo-
nies, and it was so incredibly shocking, the level of premeditation before January 6th. Every
time the committee would gather on television, I would write a whole page in Le Monde because
I thought it was absolutely crucial. Then last week I went to South Dakota, Sioux Falls, to write a
story about the Republican Party. I met with many, many different people from many different
backgrounds. Some of them were really MAGA supporters, totally fired up and extremists. Some
of them were moderate Republicans. None of them watched even for five minutes the January
6th Committee. None of them. None. It's because I fear that there are two conversations going
in parallel and they never cross paths. On the one hand there is a conversation about the threats
to democracy, and this culture of violence and intolerance that is arising and which is really very
scary. And on the other side there’s another conversation going on, totally apocalyptic, about the
end of the world under Biden, about inflation, about waves of migrants, etc. And it’s like two
parallel worlds that never meet. And what I find striking, if I am to believe the opinion polls, is
that on many subjects in the US, there is a silent majority that exists. There is a silent majority
basically on abortion, on gun control, on the price of drugs and healthcare. But there are two dif-
ferent conversations going on. It’s a huge issue and you have the same thing in France. Is it pos-
sible to overcome this? Is it possible to find a way not to totally alienate the other part of society?

RENEE GRAHAM

In my career, I've covered all kinds of things. I worked in the South. I've never had a moment
like this before, where there are people you can’t even have a conversation with. I think what’s
different now is that Trump said that you don’t have to be ashamed of the way you feel. He
emboldened people. A lot of us know that mood was always there. The difference is that peo-
ple who otherwise would've kept it to themselves or to their dinner table now have no prob-
lem saying it to your face. That’s the difference. If you look at the assaults on journalists and
the threats on journalists, it’s a really scary time. I want to talk to as many different people as
I possibly can, but I'm not willing to endanger myself to do that. If I wanted to be a war cor-
respondent, I would be a war correspondent. I don’t, and that’s what it’s begun to feel like.
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Measures of both social and economic mobility in the United States fell in recent decades.
Recent academic studies suggest that the tie between parents’ and children’s fortunes has
grown stronger, the average U.S. worker is less likely to start a new business, and fewer
workers switch jobs in any given year. However, many Americans remain unaware that they
are living in a less dynamic economy and as a result, are not fully informed of the economic
reality when it comes to matters of economic policy. Insofar as it is the press’ role to accurate-
ly disseminate findings from researchers on prevalent changes in the economic landscape,
the public conversation regarding policies to improve U.S. economic performance could
be greatly enriched if the news media were to more thoroughly fulfill this responsibility.

INTRODUCTION

News reporting on the economy plays a criti-
cal role in formulating and enacting econom-
ic policies both in crisis and in normal times.
Americans need to be informed about cur-
rent economic conditions in order to demand
appropriate action from their political repre-
sentatives. People learn about the state of the
economy by reading or watching the news, as
academic research articles are often difficult to
access for the common reader in terms of both
content and availability. Therefore, journalists
play a key role in summarizing, synthesizing,
and communicating the results of academic
studies and other efforts to measure and in-
terpret economic performance. They are also
responsible for contextualizing these results,
as the average reader may not fully understand
the broader importance of certain empirical
findings if taken at face value. Healthy debates
around economic policy require a citizenry that
is well-informed of any economic ills plaguing
the country as well as their underlying causes.

Unsurprisingly, partisan divides within the
United States influence the manner in which
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the media reports on the state of the economy.
Americans on both sides of the political spec-
trum seek out commentary that accords with
their preexisting ideas about how the economy
and society ought to be organized. Journalists
have an incentive to frame reporting on key
economic events in a manner more likely to
resonate with their expected readership. News
outlets aligned with the conservative side of the
political spectrum in the U.S. may hesitate to
emphasize recent economic developments that
suggest that the U.S. is anything less than a
land of opportunity for those who take advan-
tage of it. By the same token, those outlets that
favor liberal audiences may overplay the im-
portance of sizeable changes in the economic
landscape even when it is not entirely clear that
they necessarily reflect negative developments.

To illustrate this dynamic, consider recent in-
terviews conducted by two news outlets that
lie on different sides of the political spectrum:
The Washington Post representing the polit-
ical Left and The Wall Street Journal (WSJ)
representing the political Right. Within the




same month, each outlet published widely
differing views about the nature of econom-
ic inequality in the United States. In Septem-
ber 2022, The Washington Post interviewed a
prominent U.S. senator under the premise that
economic developments during the COVID-19
pandemic “fed into inequalities that had been
building over decades, making it harder for peo-
ple to attain the American dream.”[i] Though
the interview featured nuanced views on the
nature of various structural factors affecting
American workers, the framing of the article
suggested that the economic effects of the pan-
demic overwhelmingly exacerbated an already
severe problem. Less than two weeks later, the
WS]J conducted an interview with a former U.S.
senator who argued that the notion of inequality
in America is a “myth.”[ii] Whereas the article
was pitched by the WSJ as an effort to debunk
commonly held beliefs about inequality, the
substance of the interview offered a focused
critique of the manner in which government
statistical agencies measure income and trans-
fer payments. Even in framing an interview,
journalists’ choices affect the conclusions that
readers draw from a particular piece of text.

POLITICAL AFFLIATION
& ECONOMIC BELIEFS: A
BRIEF SURVEY

Differences in how different news outlets frame
economic developments are especially relevant
in a context where citizens’ political beliefs
are heavily intertwined with their views on the
economy. Polling research has shown that per-
ceptions of economic conditions track party
affiliation closely. During at least the last three
presidential administrations, Americans’ views
on the economy diverged sharply based on their
political affiliation as well as the political party
currently in power. This difference was most
stark in the wake of the 2016 election, where the
proportion of Republican and Republican-lean-
ing individuals who viewed economic conditions
as “excellent or good” increased rapidly from
less than 20% before President Trump took of-
fice to over 75% by 2018. Over the same time
period, this proportion fell slightly from 46% to
44% among Democratic and Democratic-lean-
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ing individuals.[iii] These large differences call
into question the extent to which either group
of voters’ views are informed by underlying eco-
nomic fundamentals or by perceptions of the
effects of future policy changes on the economy.

Additionally, academic research has found that
different groups of Americans are likely to hold
differing views of economic phenomena based
on their political preferences. For instance, be-
lief in the “American Dream” and how likely in-
dividuals are to attain it varies considerably by
political party. Republicans consistently overes-
timate economic mobility whereas Democrats
consistently underestimate economic mobili-
ty. These perceptions hold among the general
public as well as appointed and elected govern-
ment officials.[iv] They also display persistence
over time and do not necessarily change in
response to underlying economic conditions.
Consistent with polling data, citizens do not
necessarily base their perceptions of econom-
ic performance on concrete evidence alone,
but view any changes in the economic land-
scape through the lens of their political beliefs.

Butdo these different perceptions of the econom-
ic reality hold sway over economic policy-mak-
ing? Within the United States, it is not necessar-
ily clear, but lessons can be drawn by comparing
economic policy in the U.S. to economic policy
in countries that have fundamentally different
attitudes toward the role of the state in the econ-
omy. For instance, Americans tend to value flex-
ibility in the economic landscape and are gener-
ally wary of any government interventions that
may compromise such flexibility. Americans
generally place greater weight on the ability to
find new opportunities should their individual
circumstances change and view policy efforts to
“engineer” economic outcomes with skepticism.
However, European societies have traditionally
been more supportive of policies that preserve a
sense of economic stability for workers or guar-
antee a baseline level of well-being for citizens.
In addition to policies that place restrictions on
the ability of companies to lay-off their work-
ers, many European countries offer citizens a
more generous and expansive social safety net.
in attitudes in-

These differences likely
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formed the differential policy responses that
played out across the U.S. and Europe in the re-
cent COVID-19 pandemic. During the economic
fallout from the pandemic, U.S. policy concen-
trated on providing workers with economic relief
in the form of stimulus checks and unemploy-
ment benefits. These measures supplemented
Americans’ incomes, but did nothing to try and
rescue the jobs they might have previously oc-
cupied. On the other hand, economic policy in
many European countries focused on preserv-
ing current employment relationships between
workers and businesses.[v] Countries such as
France, Italy, Spain, and Germany enacted poli-
cies to protect jobs regardless of any undesirable
outcomes: workers had jobs but were not able
to work regular hours and some unneeded jobs
that would have otherwise been destroyed were
retained. In the U.S., workers may have lost jobs
in larger numbers, but were able to use the in-
come supplements they received to tide them
over until new and better opportunities arose.
In the aftermath of the economic crisis, a “Great
Resignation” emerged in the U.S. when scores
of workers across the country decided to quit
their old jobs and explore different career paths.

JOURNALISTS & ECONOMIC
POLICY-MAKING

Given the high propensity for citizens’ views of
the economy to shape actual economic policy-
making, it is imperative that journalists report
on changes in the economy in as clear and as
unbiased a manner as possible. One conten-
tious area where this is especially relevant is
with respect to recent trends in economic in-
equality and mobility. In addition to Americans’
views on the importance of economic “fluidity,”
the United States is often heralded as a dynamic
society. New businesses, ideas, and methods of
production replace older ones on a regular basis
at higher rates than in other nations. Workers
have ample opportunities to explore different
career paths, allowing them to find new jobs
that better utilize their skills. However, mea-
sures of both social and economic mobility
show that this may no longer be the reality for
current generations of U.S. workers. Moreover,
the public perception tilts toward the exact oppo-
site conclusion. News outlets commonly report
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on the prevalence of business “startups” as well
as the alleged high frequency with which the
current generation of young people switch jobs.
Within the economics community, there is
broad-based agreement on the trends in these
key measures of economic performance, even
if there is less agreement on their underly-
ing factors. It is clear from several empirical
studies that the rate of new business creation
in the U.S. declined dramatically since 1980,
even in high-tech sectors.[vi] The economy ex-
perienced a corresponding shift in the types
of businesses currently in operation: with few-
er new businesses being created, the share
of larger, older businesses has gradually in-
creased. Accompanying this shift in the types
of businesses that occupy the economy has
been a rise in market concentration and a de-
crease in the share of economic output accruing
to laborers. There seems to be a growing gap
between “the best and the rest” when it comes
to the performance of businesses in the econ-
omy.[vii] High-profile firms such as Amazon,
Facebook, Google, and Walmart dominate the
economic, political, and cultural conversation.

Additionally, worker mobility has dropped pre-
cipitously over a similar time horizon. In the
early 1980s, roughly 18% of workers switched
jobs in any given year, but by 2019, that num-
ber had fallen to 10%.[viii] Moreover, despite
the widely held perception that young people
are switching jobs at the highest rate in histo-
ry, this trend was largely driven by an especially
big decline in job switching for individuals be-
tween the ages of 25 and 34.[ix] The process of
“job shopping,” whereby workers switch jobs
frequently in search of businesses that make
good use of their skillset or knowledge base,
is thought to be important for life-cycle wage
growth, especially for workers who are just
starting out in their careers. Therefore, the de-
cline in job switching could be a symptom of
some underlying ill in the American economy’s
ability to provide good opportunities to workers.

However, declining job switching need not
spell negative consequences for workers if in-
stead it is a symptom of a much different de-
velopment. Changes in information and com-
munications technology have made it easier




for individuals across the world to connect, inter-
act, and coordinate business activity. Particular-
ly during the recent global pandemic, emerging
platforms such as Zoom or Google Meet allowed
businesses in service industries to continue to
operate despite quarantine and social distanc-
ing measures. Similarly, the increasing preva-
lence of online job-posting websites has made it
easier for workers to locate suitable jobs and for
businesses to distinguish qualified from unqual-
ified applicants. Therefore, if the decline in job
switching instead reflects an increased ability of
workers and businesses who are a good “fit” to
locate each other, it would be a much-welcomed
development, signifying positive trends in the
U.S. labor market.[x] Despite the conceptual
disagreement on whether declining job switch-
ing represents a positive or negative trend,
the fact that individuals switch jobs less often
is a widely agreed upon statistical regularity.

Lastly, many measures of economic mobili-
ty suggest that American children face lower
chances of success as compared to previous gen-
erations. Recent academic studies on social mo-
bility suggest that the link between parents’ and
children’s fortunes has grown tighter in the past
several decades, contributing to a rise in inequal-
ity. A series of highly publicized findings show
that in certain regions of the country, children
are less likely to earn more than their parents.
[xi] Similar to the declines in entrepreneurship
and job switching, the economics community
has differing views on the underlying causes of
these changes in economic inequality. Howev-
er, economists generally agree on the fact that
there have been significant changes in econom-
ic outcomes over this time horizon as well as
the importance of future research in this area.

In light of these economic realities and the in-
creasingly divided political landscape of the
United States, reporting on the state of economic
mobility and dynamism in the U.S. is especially
important. Rising political polarization to some
extent reflects the differing economic realities
increasingly faced by different groups of Amer-
icans. The U.S. is a diverse country in terms of
racial and demographic background, but also in
terms of cultural, political, and economic atti-
tudes. Disagreements on the nature of economic
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policy unsurprisingly stem from differing view-
points on how society ought to function and the
role of government. They also naturally emerge
from differences in circumstance, as economic
policies affect different groups based on their
standing in society. However, persistent differ-
ences in views on economic policy ought not to
emerge from disagreement on basic sets of facts.

CONCLUSION

Journalists play a crucial role in cultivating the
basic set of facts necessary for Americans to
make informed economic judgements. Not only
the types of events that the press chooses to re-
port on but also the manner in which they are
framed affects citizens’ understanding of the
key factors at play in any given economic policy
debate. If the news media chooses to report on
certain key findings published by researchers
but not others, their specific audience may de-
velop a skewed perception of the economic re-
ality. Failure to properly contextualize research
findings also contributes to already differing
beliefs on the state of the economy, as not every
economic development deserves to be treated
with the same degree of concern. Political “bub-
bles” can form based on individuals’ political
beliefs, the types of news sources they encoun-
ter, and with whom they exchange ideas. With
the rise of modern technologies like Twitter and
other social media outlets, Americans increas-
ingly choose whom they interact with and which
sources of information to amplify or diminish.

A body of citizens who do not share a common
understanding of the most pressing economic
developments cannot effectively pressure poli-
cymakers to take actions to remedy them. Dis-
agreements on economic policy that stem from
disagreement on economic facts cannot result
in healthy debate or imprudent decisions. As
the economic landscape in the United States
has changed considerably over the last several
decades, it is now more important than ever for
journalists to recognize their role as purveyors of
knowledge on the economy to the general public.
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REVISITING THE ROLE OF
MEDIA IN ENVIRONMENTAL
COMMUNICATION &
MANAGEMENT

TAEKYEONG GOH
DEPT. OF SOCIOLOGY

ABSTRACT

The media plays a crucial role in informing the public and other social spheres about envi-
ronmental issues and scientific findings related to those issues. Although the media acts as
a link between different social spheres and the natural environment, media coverage of envi-
ronmental issues needs to be accepted cautiously. Scholars on environmental journalism have
discussed how the media covers environmental issues and how it influences the audiences’
perception of environmental risks. This article aims to review the theoretical perspectives on
the role of media in environmental communications, focusing on the views of “objectivists”
and “social constructionists.” The objectivist perspective holds that media coverage of envi-
ronmental issues provides our understanding of such issues by translating the scientific find-
ings for public audiences and policy-makers. In contrast, social constructivists argue that the
media select the environmental issues and frame how they describe those issues, and thus
they influence the emergence and mobilization of public opinions in certain directions. By
understanding those controversial views on the role of the media in environmental commu-
nications and its potential influence on audiences, this article that the public holds a reflex-
ive attitude when they acquire environmental information through the media, and and this
reflexivity will encourage the rise of public attention and activisms for a sustainable society.
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INTRODUCTION

Environmental challenges are a pressing con-
cern of contemporary political, social, and cul-
tural life. Increasing natural disasters, shifting
weather patterns, decreasing availability of po-
table water, food, and shelter, the prevalence of
pandemics and endemics, and pollution in air
and water, are now treated as urgent and irre-
versible threats to our society.[i] Mostly, we ob-
tain information on environmental issues on a
local, national, and global level through the me-
dia, such as the news, newspapers, and social
media in our everyday life. It seems obvious that
the media is a source of information about en-
vironmental problems. However, it is easy to ac-
cept that information without critical thinking

about the reliability of the news and the media’s
effect. Therefore, this article attempts to crit-
ically revisit the role of media and their influ-
ence on the public audience in environmental
communications, focusing on two controversial
perspectives on the role of the media as an in-
termediary that helps shape social perceptions.

THE INTERMEDIARY ROLE
BETWEEN SOCIETY &
NATURE: OBJECTIVITY &
BALANCE

The media plays a crucial role in informing the
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public about environmental issues, analyzing
their causes and effects, and shaping and influ-
encing public debates on environmental deci-
sion-making.[ii] The news media structure in-
termediaries in the conduct of public affairs,|[iii]
and journalism conveys conflicting images and
discourses as a producer of news about environ-
mental problems.[iv] The media help consum-
ers interpret how and why environmental issues
are occur based on scientific knowledge from
reliable institutions and professional experts.
In 2015, 196 nations agreed to the terms of the
Paris Agreement which is a legally binding in-
ternational treaty on multilateral climate change
action to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees Cel-
sius. Under this agreement, the 2022 UN Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
presented that global temperatures have been
1.2 degree Celsius higher than the average tem-
perature during the pre-industrial period from
1850 to 1900, showing the steadily increasing
trend of temperature since the 1980s. Based on
scientific evidence, journalists recapitulate the
contents of the report and introduce these to the
public. For example, a news article published by
CNN illustrated the IPCC’s warning on global
warming and explain the record-breaking heatin
the winter in Europe, borrowing the opinion of
national scientific institutions in France and Ita-
ly.[v] The news media are in a central position in
communication, connecting the environment,
science, politics, and public audiences from a lo-
cal to a global level. Journalists translate science
and policy or readers, and disseminate the facts
and findings related to environmental risks.

Communication research on environmental
problems has highlighted the role of the me-
dia with balance and objectivity. Elite journal-
ists with highly professional experience in cli-
mate coverage seek objectivity and recognize
the importance of evidence.[vi] Well-balanced
coverage of environmental issues is education-
al and delivers information on environmen-
tal risks and conflicts to individuals. Environ-
mental journalism influences the public by
informing them of environmental knowledge
in great detail. The media coverage of envi-
ronmental problems raises awareness about
environmental degradation and promotes eco-
logically friendly ways of living including en-
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ergy saving, sustainable consumption, recy-
cling, and supporting climate change actions.

The presumption of media objectivity provides
the rationale for social scientists to use the media
coverage of environmental problems as a data
source for studying environmental discourse
and sustainable transition. The amount of me-
dia coverage environmental problems itself in-
dicates the extent of social concerns in environ-
mental issues. News articles and reports can be
used as secondary sources to conduct historical
research. And the content analysis of the media
coverage of environmental problems provides
an understanding of how environmental dis-
course is shaped and changed. Media coverage
of environmental activism helps illustrate the
interaction process among social actors, such
as environmental activists, government agents,
environmental experts, and local residents,
in order to deal with environmental issues.

The recent development of computational
methods and online media also offers insights
into media coverage of environmental issues.
Newspapers publish digital copies of their arti-
cles, news reporting scripts are posted online,
and people upload videos of, for example, floods
or blizzards and post their thoughts on social
media. The sheer amount of digital informa-
tion that is easily accessible is larger than the
human capacity to handle it. Computational
methods are therefore helpful in finding out
the patterns of shaping an environmental dis-
course around various types of environmental
issues and the dynamics of sustainable tran-
sition by analyzing the media coverage. Hase
and his colleagues apply text mining approach
to collect the news coverage of national news-
papers in ten countries and they use a topic
modeling approach to analyze the underlying
meanings from the corpus of words in the ar-
ticles.[vii] Their research shows how countries
in the Global North and South have different
levels of attention to climate change in gener-
al and varying interests in themes and topics
of climate change issues. These range from the
impact of climate change on the ecosystem, cli-
mate science, causes and solutions of climate
change, climate politics, awareness and educa-
tion, impacts of climate change on health, and
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its economic impacts. The application of comp
putational methods broadens the usage of the
large data produced and accumulated by the
media to understand how environmental is-
sues are associated with our societies and life.

THE CREATION OF AGENDA
& FRAMES: SOCIAL
CONSTRUCTIVISM

Scholars of environmental journalism chal-
lenge the traditional professional dichotomies
between “objective” and “balanced” versus “ad-
vocacy” journalism. The controversial position
of the media on the coverage of environmental
issues is rooted in two factors, and the unique
features of environmental issues per se and the
unique position of the media in social spheres.
First, the environmental issues do not only con-
sist of strictly objective scientific phenomena that
can be directly translated into policy decisions
or environmental activism with measurable out-
comes. Rather, environmental problems are also
likely to be socially defined and constructed.[viii]
On the one hand, this indicates the relationship
between the environment and society in that
environmental problems often are caused and
perpetuated by human actions and social struc-
tures. They can exacerbate existing social in-
equalities and create new types of inequality, for
example, and they can provoke health hazards to
marginalized communities. On the other hand,
environmental problems are in most cases in-
visible, and scientific findings have to be com-
municated and legitimized in the public sphere.
Thus, if there is no knowledge that certain phe-
nomena are problematic, it is very difficult to
define environmental problems. Even if there
is scientific evidence, it is not certain that soci-
ety would perceive it as a problem. The emer-
gence of environmental problems should there-
fore be understood a process of shaping public
perception of environmental issues as a social
problem, as well as the scientific argument with
evidence to understand technical, economical,
and societal causes and consequences involved.

Second, environmental journalism is linked with
political and economic factors influencing each
other mutually due to the media’s position at the
intersection between politics, economy, science,
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and culture. Since the media are also businesses
with economic interests, they need to deliber-
ate what will be reported and how to interpret
environmental issues. The commercialization
of media also influences journalists to use dra-
ma, emotions, and scandal to promote environ-
mental issues. News programs may broadcast
provocative videos that stimulate anger toward
environmental crimes, and newspapers may
post articles exacerbating the risks of environ-
mental problems and their impact on human
health. These journalistic trends are sometimes
referred to “infotainment.”[ix] In environmen-
tal journalism, infotainment can lead to a cata-
strophic view of environmental problems. The
media, therefore, should not be seen as a neu-
tral actor. They are affected by other social, polit-
ical, and economic actors in the public sphere.

Research investigating the media’s role in en-
vironmental communication calls for a more
comprehensive approach than traditional media
studies. Understanding the media’s roles in the
construction of environmental issues as social
problems is not only a question of how media
coverage affects public opinion and vice versa,
but also a question of mapping the dynamic in-
teraction about how they are articulated and how
meaning is created. Environmental problems are
inextricably implicated with meaning our repre-
sentations of the environment. These represen-
tations reflect our ideological, social, political, or
economic interests and also affect them. Among
various theoretical contributions of social con-
structivists in environmental journalism, the
most important research perspectives on the so-
cial constructivism of environmental journalism
are agenda-setting theory and framing theory.

Agenda-setting theory hypothesizes the cor-
relation between the intensity of media cover-
age of an issue and the perceived issue salience
by the public. It assumes that the media plays
a role in determining which issues are import-
ant or newsworthy by the public, and which
topics the media selects significantly influence
the audience’s image of the world. The media
holds the power to set the agenda for public dis-
course and shape public opinion by their choic-
es of issues to cover and how to cover them.
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The public thus may attend selectively to a few
events while ignoring and overlooking other
insignificant events. In the context of environ-
mental journalism, this means that the media
can impact public perception of environmental
issues by deciding which environmental issues
to report and how to describe them. Anita and
colleagues argue that agenda-setting for envi-
ronment, social, and governance (ESG) contro-
versies possibly strengthens the prominence
range of issues when reach intensifies.[x] Con-
sequently, the events become more impactful
when the reach increases, catching stakehold-
ers’ attention for the embedded issues in ESG
controversies. Although journalists believe
that the ideology and agenda which guide the
activities of the outlet are the constraint in en-
vironmental reporting, the political standings
and economic profits of the news media affect
the news choices from the mass of available in-
formation that they deem important to them-
selves. The news media is wary of the influence
of their advertisers who might be unpleasant if
a certain environment story is issued.[xi] Thus,
the agenda-making of environmental issues
demonstrates the media’s role in selecting the
environmental issues to publicize and how the
agenda-setting processes are shaped by the dy-
namics of the media, politics, and economy.

Framing theory, on the other hand, focuses
on how an issue is presented, or “framed,” in
the media. The concept of “framing” refers to
a sense-making process of objects and events.
[xii] Framing is “to select some aspects of a per-
ceived reality and make them more salient in a
communication text in a way that can promote a
certain definition, interpretation, moral evalua-
tion or treatment recommendation for the item
described.”[xiii] Both framing and agenda-set-
ting deal with how the media constructs reality
for the public audience. However, framing the-
ory emphasizes how the media shapes public
perception of environmental issues by provid-
ing news stories in different frames, while the
agenda-setting theory highlights the media’s
power to decide which issues are considered
important to public attention. Therefore, schol-
ars using the framing approach in the media
coverage of environmental issues examine how
the media constructs environmental discourses.
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In democratic regimes especially, how the me-
dia portrays environmental issues matters. The
majority of people obtain information on envi-
ronmental issues through newspapers, news
shows, and the Internet. Media framing influ-
ences the creation of public awareness of envi-
ronmental problems. Public perception affects
on how to respond to environmental risks. Due
to the linkage between media framing and public
perception, studying the way the media frames
environmental issues provides an explanation of
the dynamics of the state’s actions for environ-
mental management and how environmental
discourses have developed. Ford and King’s re-
search on the media coverage of climate change
and adaptation provides insight into applying
tjie framing theory to environmental journal-
ism studies.[xiv] They examine the coverage and
framing of climate change adaptation in four
major U.S. and Canadian newspapers between
1993 and 2013. Out of 2771 newspaper articles
with content related to adaptation, the majority
primarily emphasized the necessity of adapting,
rather than documenting ongoing preparations
or showcasing real-life examples of adaptations
that have occurred. Most of the adaptation re-
ported in the newspapers is ‘hard’ adaptation,
which focuses on techno-engineering-based
solutions to mitigate potential impacts of climate
change, instead of ‘soft’ adaptation, focusing on
enhancing resilience. This trend is particularly
pronounced in the reporting in 2012-2013. The
authors argue that it is only in recent years, with
the increasing acceptance of adaptation as a vi-
able policy option, that the media began to in-
clude adaptation as part of the climate change
narrative. The shift in media coverage of climate
change has created opportunities for extreme
environmental issues to bring attention to the
need for both adaptation and mitigation efforts.

CONCLUSION

The role of the media is essential and central
to environmental communication and manage-
ment. On one hand, from the objectivist per-
spective, the media coverage of environmental
issues, the media translates the scientific find-
ings related to environmental risks to the pub-
lic and support them to obtain environmental
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communication and management. On one hand, from the objectivist perspective, the me-
dia coverage of environmental issues, the media translates the scientific findings related to en-
vironmental risks to the public and support them to obtain environmental knowledge. This
approach also provides rationales to social scientists to employ the media coverage of environ-
mental problems as a data source for further understanding of the relationship between the en-
vironment and society. On the other hand, social constructivists project the media as a social ac-
tor that generates the agenda and frames of environmental journalism. The media selects what
stories to report and how they interpret and describe the specific aspect of environmental issues.
Since the media can shape public opinion by increasing or decreasing public awareness of en-
vironmental problems, understanding the role of media in environmental decision-making pro-
vides the public and policymakers a reflexive and critical perspective on environmental issues
and can help make better decisions for successful environmental management and sustainability.
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ABSTRACT

The Catholic Church in the United States provides an example of the negative effect that
faith communities who too closely resemble broader society can have on democracy. In the
same way that mainstream, traditional media sources are subject to demand-driven bias,
Catholic media also reflect the polarization to which demand driven-bias often leads. This
tempts Catholics to “opt-in” to parishes and social media circles that reflect their own politi-
cal values and confirm their biases. As Catholics become increasingly influential in the pub-
lic sphere, the impact of polarization on the Church is becoming more apparent. Unless the
Church as an institution and in its affiliated media can resist the temptation toward assimi-
lating into US society’s preference for facile, left-right or liberal-conservative categories, both
the Church and democracy will continue to polarize — risking the future existence of both.

INTRODUCTION

On January 20, 2021, Joe Biden was inaugurat-
ed as the United States’ second Roman Catholic
president, 6o years after the inauguration of its
first, John F. Kennedy. Since Kennedy’s famous
speech to the Greater Houston Ministerial As-
sociation—during which he assured influential
Protestant leaders that his would not be a pres-
idency subiject to the will of the pope—Catholic
membership in the US government has only ris-
en. In Congress, Catholics have gone from 22%
of House membership and 14% of Senate mem-
bership in 1965 to 31% and 24%, respectively,
in 2021. In the same time period, the Supreme
Court of the United States increased Catholic
membership from one, Justice William Bren-
nan, in 1965 to six of nine justices in June 2022.

It is hard to overstate the importance of these
affiliations. Consider the Supreme Court’s 2022
decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Or-
ganization, which overturned longstanding prec-
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edent set in Roe v. Wade and returned the issue
of abortion regulation back to the states. While
many Catholics viewed this as a victory, many
Americans saw this decision as an overreach
by activist Catholic justices and an imposition
and intrusion of religion upon democracy.[i]

As the role of Catholics in U.S. political life
grows, it is imperative to recognize the Church’s
influence and to consider how faith communi-
ties impact US democracy. In the Church’s case,
it seems as though what flows in and through
the Church flows out and into society through
its members, whether they be mere citizens,
congressional representatives, or the president.

MEDIA BIAS, CATHOLIC
MEDIA BIAS & POLITICAL
POLARIZATION

Media bias has steadily increased in recent
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years, spurred largely by the fundamental eco-
nomic principle of supply and demand. View-
er demand has led media to supply informa-
tion that confirms viewer biases. Conservative
Republicans and liberal Democrats, especially,
seek out “nearly inverse news media environ-
ments.”[ii] Such disparate interests in viewing
audiences leads to a demand-driven bias. For
example, the events at the Capitol on January
6, 2021, are referred to as the “Capitol Protests”
by Fox News and the “Capitol Riot” by MSNBC.

Further exacerbating this polarization are the
blurred lines between these media outlets’
news programming and their opinion-driven
entertainment programming. While defend-
ing one of its most famous hosts, Tucker Carl-
son, against allegations of slander, Fox News'’s
lawyers claimed that viewers should be able to
glean from the “general tenor” of his show that
Carlson “is not ‘stating actual facts’ about the
topics he discusses and is instead engaging in
‘exaggeration’ and ‘non-literal commentary.””[iii]
Buttressing their claim is the reality that Fox
News maintains a robust lineup of opinion
programs in addition to their news reporting
programs—more than half of its daily airtime,
which is also true of MSNBC. Although news
stories convey the same message, even if less
explicitly (as with the use of “Capitol Riots” or
“Capitol Protests” above), it is the opinion pro-
gramming that explicitly confirms these biases

Accompanying the rise in demand-driven bias
is negative partisanship, a concept that Ezra
Klein defines as “partisan behavior driven not
by positive feelings toward the party you sup-
port but negative feelings toward the party you
oppose.”[iv] Negative partisanship emerged
prominently in the congressional era of Newt
Gingrich, who first introduced cameras into the
House of Representatives. This provided mi-
nority Republicans a new arrow in their quiv-
er against Democrats in the form of a televised
world stage. With the news cameras looking
on, they crafted new narratives from the House
floor that painted their opponents as evil. As
the practice grew, media outlets had only to air
their favored side’s partisan rant. The growing
divide among Americans and the demonization
of those from whom they have been divided has
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led to only higher rates of demand-driven bias.

Negative partisanship is also the currency of so-
cial media. With equal access to platforms and
the ability to manipulate algorithms and user
data, social media is an ideal venue for individu-
als on both sides of the political divide to polar-
ize our national politics. This has in turn eroded
confidence in the institutions that traditionally
negotiated basic public consensus. In many
important respects, social media can be under-
stood as a national-level epistemic attack on our
ability to distinguish truth from falsehood.[v]

Contemporary polarization thrives on mar-
ket-driven and media-peddled narratives that
demonize politicians and their supporters from
the other party. No longer is there an ability,
much less a willingness, to see beyond political
differences to the human person on the other
side. Instead, in-group versus out-group sorting
creates a preference for the in-group and a be-
lief in their infallibility, even if data could prove
otherwise. And, as the world witnessed on Jan-
uary 6, 2021, the consequences are significant.

American churches are not immune to this
division. The Catholic Church in the US—in
both institutional and corporate forms—par-
ticipates in this polarization through its own
traditional media, social media, and commu-
nal discourse. For example, on October 23,
2022, the Catholic News Agency (CNA), an
organization affiliated with EWTN—the con-
servative-leaning Eternal Word Television Net-
work—ran the headline, “Archbishop Chaput:
‘Biden is not in communion with the Catholic
faith.”” Reading on, the first paragraph quotes
the archbishop: “Any priest who now provides
Communion to the president participates in
his hypocrisy.” The message was clear: faithful
Catholics cannot support Biden or the priests
and bishops who do. Six days later, the more
liberal National Catholic Reporter’'s Christopher
White reported that Pope Francis told Biden that
“he was a ‘good Catholic’ and that he should
keep receiving Communion.” This message
was equally clear: faithful Catholics can sup-
port Biden. While the latter story was not re-
ported by CNA, the former was only covered
by NCR in a highly dismissive opinion piece.
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The debate over Biden’s faith is illustrative
of the fact that, in the same way that liberals
and conservatives can select the secular me-
dia outlet that reflects their political position
(MSNBC or Fox News, respectively), Catholics
can do the same with Catholic media outlets
(EWTN or NCR, respectively). Polarizing nar-
ratives cause division within US society and
also within the US Catholic Church. The po-
larizing narratives in the secular media and
those within the Church are mutually-reinforc-
ing. As society divides, so does the Church;
and as the Church divides, so does society.

CASE STUDY: THE
CATHOLIC CHURCH,
POLARIZATION & ITS
POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES

History teaches us that the Catholic Church has
experienced difficulties with “inculturation”
and frequently tended instead towards assim-
ilation. Unlike an assimilated Church, an in-
culturated Church would be one that is in and
among its host culture, drawing from that cul-
ture the language (broadly understood) to com-
municate the truths of the faith in a meaning-
ful way, yet maintaining a critical distance from
that culture so that it may effectively denounce
the realities inconsistent with the gospels and
announce the way things ought to be. Assim-
ilation, however, occurs when the Church has
lost that distance: it is no longer distinct from
its host culture, and participates in the ways of
that culture, in the mode of that culture. The ar-
gument over President Biden’s Catholic creden-
tials provides one illustration of how the Cath-
olic Church in the US is exhibiting tendencies
towards assimilation by reflecting internally
the polarization in the broader society and al-
lowing itself to be divided into teams of “faith-
fulness” intent on winning the issue of the day.

Consider Bishop Joseph Strickland of the Dio-
cese of Tyler, Texas, whose has made polarizing
remarks that resort to negative partisanship.
He took to Twitter in May 2022 to respond to
Deacon Keith Fournier’s tweet that said, among
other things, “Joe Biden is a heretic. An apos-
tate. Any Bishop who doesn't acknowledge
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that, call him to repentance, to the Sacrament
of Confession, and INSIST he correct his er-
ror as a professing public Catholic is wrong.”
Strickland’s response was short yet telling:
“Time for truth...” Strickland is best known
for his tweets challenging the morality of the
COVID-19 vaccination, despite Pope Francis’s
claim that getting the vaccine is “an act of love.”

These polarizing messages are readily available,
not just in mainstream, traditional Catholic me-
dia, but also in specialized Catholic social me-
dia. It is not always clear that sources claiming
to be Catholic are correctly labelled. Church
Militant is a good example of the kind of orga-
nization that appears in searches for Catholic
sites on the internet, as recommended by an
algorithm. In 2018, the organization published
a series of articles entitled, “Marian University:
The Marxist Queering of a Catholic University.”
The author, Michael Hichborn, claimed to have
received a tip about “all sorts of homosexual
activism on the campus” and, after his own in-
vestigation, “discovered a haven of pro-abortion,
pro-homosexual Marxists among the profes-
sors.”[vi] Without further research, there is no
way to know that the outlet has, since 2011, been
forbidden by the local ordinary from identifying
itself as Catholic. Yet despite this seemingly fa-
tal blow to an organization that portrays itself as
a bastion for Catholic faithfulness, Church Mil-
itant continues to wield significant influence.

But it is not only fringe Catholics who aid in the
polarization of the faithful. Father James Altman
made headlines in 2020 for his video, “Fr. Alt-
man: You cannot be Catholic & a Democrat. Peri-
od.” While Catholics might find themselves able
to question the opinionated assertions of laypeo-
ple like those of Church Militant, that capacity
for dissent lessens when the person speaking is
a collared priest. Is the priest not an authority on
matters of faith and morals? Is his bishop, who
sanctioned him, silencing truth out of his own
political preferences? These questions not only
plague conscientious Catholics who encounter
these messages, but they polarize the Church.
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THE POLITICAL &
RELIGIOUS RISKS OF A
POLARIZED CHURCH

At the moment, there appears to be no escap-
ing polarizing narratives. Secular journal-
ists and Catholic journalists alike offer de-
mand-driven, biased news stories. And with
the proliferation of social media—and its in-
escapable presence—Catholics and those of
other faith traditions are consistently encoun-
tering outlets that can affirm their political
views under the guise of shared faith. Going
to church on a Sunday, then, becomes a gath-
ering of people who agree politically and share
faith incidentally. And nothing from the ambo
challenges that—it often even affirms that.

As members of this and other faith communi-
ties hear these messages in circles of common
faith, they emerge from those places of wor-
ship and vote into office like-minded politicians
who impact the course of the country’s future
from a foundation of a faith tainted by polariza-
tion. Simply put, the Church impacts democ-
racy—a polarized Church polarizes democracy.

The challenge remains to find a way out of this
feedback loop. Unless and until Catholics and
their media can chart a middle ground, strad-
dling the line between left and right—though
not mistakenly espousing a false equivalen-
cy or naive compromise position—and focus
on the gospel message, the Church will con-
tinue to see growing division and polariza-
tion among its members. It will be unable
to counteract society’s polarization and will
only continue to feed that same polarization.

This has dire consequences. First, as witnessed
on January 6th, polarization is now no longer
a simple disagreement among otherwise loyal
citizens. Instead, it carries the risk of violent
escalation and even a civil war. The polarizing
narratives of secular media, proclaimed as well
from Catholic media, tell a story about compet-
ing factions, the “other” which threatens to de-
stroy the nation. Some Americans responded
by resorting to confrontation — on the streets,
in the pews, or at the Capitol. At its worst, this
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resulted in deaths and put democracy at risk.
Second, because of the political grammar that
dominates public discourse—that is, the way
citizens talk about their shared life together—
and the forced categories of liberal and con-
servative implying an essential nature within
citizens, the Christian message of the Church
is threatened by the taint of polarization. It is
all too common that when Catholics are taught
about the political implications of the life of Je-
sus at all, it is as a Democratic Jesus or Republi-
can Jesus—either a Jesus who accepts abortion
but desires social safety nets to prevent its ne-
cessity, or a Jesus who condemns abortion but
lines his pockets with corporate profits. Absent
is the nonpartisan Jesus who condemns the
sin and affirms the virtue of each party, call-
ing both toward deeper faith and higher truth.

CONCLUSION

While the separation of church and state is en-
shrined firmly in the constitution, their mutual
influence is undeniable. Both contribute to the
self-, community-, and worldview-forming nar-
ratives that human beings use to make sense of
their lives. With the emergence of media plat-
forms driven to respond to demand-driven bias
and an abundance of social media platforms that
offer an audience for any unchecked opinion
peddled as fact, few are safe from their influence.

The Catholic Church is but one example of an in-
stitution that has been tainted by these polarizing
narratives, internalized them, and contributed to
their spread. Given the increasing role of Catho-
lics in U.S. political life, if polarizing narratives
continue unchecked in the institution and its me-
dia, the Church and democracy are at great risk.

[i] Catholic Justice Sonya Sotomayor dissented—the sole
Catholic to do so.

[ii] See Mark Jurkowitz, Amy Mitchell, Elisa Shearer, and Ma-
son Walker, “U.S. Media Polarization and the 2020 Election: A
Divided Nation,” Pew Research Center, January 24, 2020.

[iii] See David Folkenflik, “You Literally Can’t Believe The
Facts Tucker Carlson Tells You. So Say Fox’s Lawyers,” NPR,
September 29, 2020.

[iv] Ezra Klein, Why We're Polarized (New York: Avid Reader
Press, 2020), 9-10.

[v] Jonathan Rauch, The Constitution of Knowledge: A Defense of
Truth (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2021).
[vi] Michael Hichborn, “Marian University: The Marxist
Queering of a Catholic University, Part I,” Church Militant,
December 14, 2018.
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ABSTRACT

This article discusses how social media can augment marginalized voices and stories in
an authoritarian context. Some scholars have criticized social media for lacking substan-
tial impacts on political participation and failing to facilitate formal and long-lasting infor-
mal organizations that are important for social movements and democratization. Others
have lauded social media’s democratizing effects on building civil society and forming on-
line groups. Yet neither perspective applies well to non-Western or non-democratic con-
texts because the institutions and rules either facilitated or impeded by social media do not
exist in non-Western, non-democratic contexts. Exploring the case of online activism in
an authoritarian state like China, where professional journalism is restricted by state cen-
sorship, this essay demonstrates how social media can spread the voices of marginalized
groups in a timely manner, and how this spread had positive impacts on offline activism.

INTRODUCTION

As an institution that can hold the state account-
able, journalism plays an important role in the
rise and durability of democratic governance.
[i] Yet what happens when formal journalism
is censored and controlled by authorities? What
are the alternative forms of media, and how
can they affect democracy, if at all? This arti-
cle seeks to explore these questions through
the case of waves of online activism and pro-
tests against COVID-related policies in China.

One alternative to formal journalism is so-
cial media. However, social movement schol-
ars, along with communication scholars, have
not yet agreed on the efficacy of social media.
Some scholars are cautious about online activ-
ism and its democratic effects. Online activ-
ism using social media often lacks the capacity
to form formal organizations that are deemed
important by social movement scholars.[ii] Oth-
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er scholars criticize online activism as “slack-
tivism,” referring to activism that requires
low costs such as sharing, liking, or changing
profile images without substantial effort.[iii]

These critiques of social media, while legiti-
mate in democratic contexts, cannot be applied
to non-Western or non-democratic contexts. In-
deed, in autocracies, social media uniquely fa-
cilitates democratic possibilities because of its
capacity to form counter-publics, or tradition-
ally marginalized voices and groups in society.
In authoritarian countries without traditions
of democratic participation,[iv] or Western
conceptualizations of civil society,[v] or so-
cial capital that facilitates associations,[vi]
social media offers a platform for airing
opinions and sharing experiences — thereby cre-
ating potential for democratic coalition-building.




This essay illustrates how social media forums
can facilitate democratic possibilities in authori-
tarian countries. Exploring three waves of online
activism and protests in response to China’s ze-
ro-COVID policy, this essay intends to make two
arguments. First, during these three waves of
protests, and as compared with formal journal-
ism, social media forums were more efficient in
covering the visceral experience of ordinary peo-
ple living in oppression. Second, counternarra-
tives generated from the two previous waves of
activism nurtured offline resistance against au-
thoritarian policies; the previous two waves pro-
vided the third wave of protests on the street with
important narratives and strategies. Contrary to
the popular belief that social media is less con-
ducive to organizing power, I attempt to demon-
strate that, at least in this case, social media has
democratic possibilities because it provides a
platform and outlet for marginalized voices.

SOCIAL MEDIA & THE
COUNTERPUBLICS

Journalism is an important element within Jiir-
gen Habermas’s famous concept of the “public
sphere.”[vii] The public sphere, where people
can gather as equals and engage in political
participation through discursive interactions,
is conducive to democracy. As it is typically un-
derstood, the public sphere, however, is never
entirely inclusive.[viii] Traditionally marginal-
ized groups, such as women, lower-class men,
and people of color have been excluded from
the mainstream or ‘official’ public sphere.[ix]

In light of their exclusion from the mainstream
public sphere, conventionally marginalized
groups form counter-publics, an alternative
public with “goals of both legitimizing and
communicating their lived realities and push-
ing the mainstream public sphere to acknowl-
edge and respond to these realities.” [x] Schol-
ars argue that social media can be important
platforms where counter-publics form: Twitter,
for instance, is understood by many scholars as
one of the important arenas that has formed the
networked public sphere, in which individuals
and platforms are “less subject to government
control, and open to wider participation.”[xi]
Social media therefore, can display democrat-
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ic possibilities for its capacity to form both
counter-publics and networked public spheres.
Using the case of online activism and street
demonstrations against the zero-COVID pol-
icy in China, this essay first shows that social
media played an important role in forming the
counter-publics and networked public spheres
during this period in China, because it provided
timely reflections of on-the-ground realities for
the marginalized, something not traditionally
seen in formal journalism. Second, this article
shows that the counternarratives and strategies
which emerged during previous waves of on-
line activism on social media forums became
important resources that supported protests on
the street. Even though virtual networks formed
on social media might not sustain organizations
necessary for mass mobilization or pro-democ-
racy movements legacies such as counternarra-
tives can inform effective street demonstrations.

BACKGROUND

Formal journalism is either state-owned or un-
der strict surveillance in China. In addition, the
state represses outright dissidence. This creates
hurdles for most types of resistance to state au-
thorities. It is perhaps unsurprising that social
media became a more feasible and safer option
for people to organize during the pandemic.

The counter-publics formed on social media
during COVID-era China did not consist of
traditionally marginalized groups. They did
not organize around identity politics. Rath-
er, they were ordinary people coming togeth-
er to voice their grievances and anger toward
the zero-COVID policy. In this sense, it al-
most seems inaccurate to apply the concept
of counter-publics. Yet, given China’s author-
itarian context and the high price ordinary
people can pay for airing their dissidence, the
counter-publics framework does include these
voices within a state-dominated media sphere.

To effectuate their opposition to China’s COVID
policies, many Chinese citizens looked to social
media. This opposition had three waves, each
of which was spurred by a trigger-incident,
had key crowd-sourced elites, resisted certain
policies, and had a discernable starting time.
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These three waves are summarized in brief:

TRIGGER
INCIDENT

KEY CROWD-
SOURCED
ELITES

POLICY
RESISTED

APPROXIMATE
STARTING
TIME

Death of Dr. 1
Wenliang

Dr. L
Wenliang

Initial Mishandling

Late Januray
of Early Outbreaks

2020

Shanghai
Lockdown Video “Voices of

April”

Author of the Viral

Shanghai

Lockdowns

Late April 2091

Urumugqi Fire | College Students
& Shanghai
Urumugqi Road

Protestors

The first wave of online activism began with the
death of a whistle-blower, Dr. Li Wenliang. Li
was a doctor working in Wuhan, the first city
struck by the outbreak. He spread the informa-
tion in a private group chat in late December
2019 about the potential outbreak of an “un-
known pneumonia” that resembled SARS.[xii]
This information was leaked and went viral
on Chinese social media. Li was officially ad-
monished by a local public security bureau for
spreading rumors. The state media dismissed
the early warning of Li as rumor-spreading
and instead reassured the public that the pub-
lics’ health and safety was under control. Li
later tested positive for COVID himself and
died soon thereafter. The first wave of online
activism broke out when the public learned
about his death and was frustrated by the initial
non-response of the state despite Li’s warning.

The second wave revolved around the lockdown
of Shanghai that happened in late March 2021
and lasted for four weeks. The crowd-sourced
elite during this wave was the author of a vid-
eo that went viral, entitled “Voices of April.” In
this video, the author recorded various sourc-
es of voices, ranging from official government
announcements to residents’ outcry during
Shanghai lockdowns.[xiii] People reposted and
spread the video, which was soon censored and
taken down from Weibo, a Chinese social media
platform. It became viral regardless, as Chinese
Internet users began to use innovative strate-
gies to circumvent state censorship. These in-
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Zero-COVID
Policy

November 2022

novative strategies were replicated in the third
wave of street protests to circumvent repression.
In 2022, the third wave of online activism and
later street demonstrations broke out because
10 people died from a fire in Urumgi. State me-
dia reported no causal relationships between
the fire and the state’s zero-COVID policy. Yet
the public, who had suffered from the COVID
restrictions for at least a year, believed that the
deaths were caused by the zero-COVID poli-
cy, and especially its requirement that the exit
to the apartment building be blocked off and
sealed. This provoked widespread street pro-
tests across different localities in China. Collo-
quially referred to as the White Paper protest,
protesters ranging from workers to college stu-
dents held up pieces of blank paper, indicating
censorship surrounding the protests and sym-
bolizing the their mourning emotions as the
color white is the funeral color in China.[xiv]

REFLECTING REALITIES

In all three waves, social media was more ef-
fective than formal journalism in displaying
people’s grievances and spreading their lived
experience about the zero-COVID restrictions.
State media were used as a propaganda tool
during crises, so they never amplified mar-
ginalized voices. Even though not all west-
ern journalism was subject to censorship in
China, it was not timely enough in reflecting
the lived experience of the ordinary people.




During these waves of protests, the counter-pub-
lics constructed a narrative that differed dramat-
ically from the state-dominated narrative. Since
President Xi’s rise to power in 2012, the regime
has been marked by the consolidation of power
in one man’s hand.[xv] Journalism has always
been under state control, but it has been able
to do even less than usual under this regime.
During COVID, the state exploited moments
of disasters and crises as tools for propaganda.
For instance, as director Nanfu Wang recorded
in her documentary movie, In the Same Breath,
throughout the initial outbreak and lockdown
of Wuhan, state media emphasized the “posi-
tive” side of stories to manufacture a sentiment
of how the party-state led its people out of the
crisis.[xvi] This is in stark contrast to the sto-
ries posted by ordinary people on social media,
which were full of heart-wrenching realities in
which people sought out help for medical care to
no avail. Under these conditions, citizens were
only able to share their visceral experiences on
social media forums. The suffering stories wide-
ly circulated on social media were exactly what
the counter-publics could contribute to: spread-
ing knowledge and information about their real-
ities, thus pushing the mainstream to respond.

Western formal journalism was not timely in
covering the stories. In some cases, western
journalists were even unresponsive. Nanfu
Wang, for example, claimed that during the
initial outbreak in Wuhan, she reached out to
The New York Times and Washington Post and
asked them to cover the stories about the ordi-
nary people in China who had difficulties secur-
ing hospital beds. Neither, however, answered
her request.[xvii] Western media, and in this
case formal journalists, were not fast enough
to cover the stories picked up by social media.
This disparity is not unique to in the authori-
tarian context — it is not unlike the differential
response to the #Ferguson hashtag between so-
cial media and formal journalism in the wake of
the killing of Michael Brown, an African-Amer-
ican man, by police officers in 2o01s.[xviii]

NARRATIVES &
STRATEGIES FOR
PROTESTS ON THE STREET
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Social media platforms in China also nour-
ished democratic potential because the lega-
cies of online activism provided narratives and
strategies to the third wave of street demon-
strations. In the case of COVID activism, the
first two waves identified social media elites
who remained important symbols during the
third wave of activism. The mobilizing strate-
gies and narratives popularly used in the first
two waves also saw replicates in the third wave.

Since the first wave of COVID activism, Dr. Li
Wenliang has been held up as one of the most
important symbols of opposition to China’s
COVID policies. Li’s Weibo account and his last
two posts became an important space where
people shared their mourning and voiced their
frustration to subsequent COVID policies. For
instance, Li posted on Weibo about his admoni-
tion on January 30, 2020. This post has received
over 500,000,000 reposts and comments to
date. Now, since China has lifted its draconian ze-
ro-COVID policy, Internet users left “thank-you”
comments on this post, considering him as a
contributor to the end of the zero-COVID policy.
Li’s words were repeatedly used as a remind-
er of state repression. They were also used as
slogans for later waves. When Li was admon-
ished, for instance, two messages stood out on
a document that the police asked him to sign. Li
was asked to write that he “understands” what
he did (“spreading rumors”) was illegal and
that he “is able to” comply with the state order.
The third-wave protesters later appropriated
these two emphasized phrases as slogans that
expressed their resistance to state censorship.
They claimed that “T don’t understand” and “I'm
not able to” [comply with the state order]. More-
over, Li's message that a “healthy society should
not have just one voice” was repeated during
subsequent waves of activism and protests.[xix]

The second wave of online activism provided the
third wave with strategies. In the second wave,
protesters deployed strategies to circumvent
state repression. For example, internet users
quoted sources of information that were consid-
ered legitimate in the eyes of the state, like a for-
eign ministry spokesperson’s speech, to satirize
its hypocrisy.[xx] The adaptation of the title of a
viral video, “voices of April” to “voices of 404"
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isused to refer to the censorship of the short video. Such strategies saw their parallel during the third
wave, in which protesters widely held up sheets of blank paper. White paper signifies tacit defiance
as a protester explained that it can be powerful even though they are voiceless.[xxi] The blank paper
also symbolized a common message that everyone knew even without words. More importantly, it
blurred the boundaries between what is defiant and what is not, as no violence or even message is
necessary. It thus manifests a creative strategy for demonstrators on the street to avoid crackdowns.

CONCLUSION

Instead of dismissing social media as irrelevant to democracy, this article has explored
how social media can be useful in the authoritarian context, where formal journalism is ei-
ther absent or its power restricted. Through tracing three waves of online activism and pro-
tests against the zero-COVID policy in China, this article showed that social media pro-
vided democratic possibilities in forming counter-publics, providing narratives counter to
the state-dominated discourse, and offering strategies later picked-up by offline protests.

Despite the benefits of social media for democratic participation in China, the effect of social
media or online activism on democratization should not be overstated. The state did indeed lift
its draconian zero-Covid policy. But the government never officially responded to these protest
waves, nor did it admit that the relaxation of rules was a result of the protests. In addition, as
with its response to other popular protests in China, the state has continued to repress outright
dissidence by detaining protesters. In many ways, these waves of online activism and protests are
unlikely to evolve into a pro-democracy movement. The significance of these waves of protests lies
in ordinary people’s participation in expressing defiance, even through vague and indirect forms.
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JOURNALISM’S FOCUS ON
INDIVIDUAL FRAMING MAY
DRIVE MISCONCEPTIONS

MARCUS TRENFIELD
DEPT. OF PYSCHOLOGY

ABSTRACT

Americans hold inaccurate beliefs about many topics, ranging from collective beliefs about
climate activism to vaccine efficacy. Though these beliefs arise from a variety of factors,
journalism may have a particularly outsized role in the production of these beliefs. One of
journalism’s core missions is to inform its audience about the subjects that matter to both
reporters and consumers. But journalists often disproportionately focus on individual-level
situations when sharing news with their audience. Journalists engage in this practice for
both less deliberate reasons, such as shortcomings in statistical proficiency, and more delib-
erate ones, such as to increase profits. But regardless of why journalists place so much focus
on individual-level contexts, it has become increasingly clear that this framing drives vast
misperceptions. This piece will further examine the factors motivating journalism’s focus on
individual-level framing and its downstream consequences, and explore future steps to help
de-emphasize individual contexts in journalism, and reduce audiences’ misperceptions.

INTRODUCTION

Journalism is a ubiquitous part of Americans’
lives. As of 2018, two-thirds of Americans con-
sume news daily, resulting in record-high au-
diences.[i] News consumption has been linked
to downstream changes in people’s beliefs and
behaviors.[ii] But not all of these changes have
been beneficial. Nearly all popular sources of
journalism, ranging from The Huffington Post to
CNN to Breitbart are linked with increases in
misperceptions of out-partisans’ beliefs.[iii] In
other words, consuming journalism from these
sources likely causes people to believe members
of opposing parties hold more extreme views
than they actually do.[iv] Moreover, the more
journalism Americans consume in general, the
more they overestimate the extremity of out-par-
tisans’ beliefs.[v] In fact, people who say they
consume political news “most of the time” are
three times more inaccurate in their perceptions
of out-partisans than those who consume politi-
cal news “some of the time.”[vi] The adulteration
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of Americans’ perceptions of out-partisans has
had severe consequences: some have lost faith
in basic democratic principles like free and fair
elections.[vii] Consumption of news has also
been linked more broadly with harmful misper-
ceptions, ranging from beliefs about masking
during the Covid-19 pandemic to perceptions
of immigrants.[viii] Why does news journalism
appear to drive these dangerous mispercep-
tions, especially when truth-seeking and telling
are so central to journalism’s mission?[ix] Jour-
nalism’s focus on describing issues through
an individual-level lens may be a major source
of the misperceptions its audiences develop.

Episodic framing, the process of depicting
broader topics through specific instances, is
particularly prevalent in journalism.[x] Episod-
ic framings often present a detailed occurrence
of an issue detached from its broader context,
such as highlighting a specific instance of gun
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violence.[xi] This is in contrast to thematic fram-
ing, which focuses on the broader context from
which issues arise and their collective impact,
such as reporting highlighting the history of
gun violence in America, and policy-level ob-
structions and solutions to the problem.[xii]
Episodic content uniquely engages people’s
emotions.[xiii] This not only makes said con-
tent especially captivating but also particularly
memorable.[xiv] Moreover, episodic stories of-
ten disregard the more complex structural fac-
tors that may cause or arise from the specific
incident described, leaving a story that is par-
ticularly easy to grasp.[xv] Yet the engaging and
relatively simple design of episodic content is
also what causes it to promote misperceptions.
[xvi] This essay aims to explain why, despite
this risk, episodic content is heavily featured in
journalism, how it propagates misperceptions,
and potential methods of avoiding these issues.

EPISODIC FRAMING &
STATISTICAL ILLITERACY

A major reason why episodic framings are both
enticing and harmful is journalists’ inadequate
statistical expertise. Many journalists lack sta-
tistical literacy, a skill required to accurately
report on more broad thematic content.|xvii]
Journalists who receive inadequate instruction
in statistics are ill-prepared to apply statistical
logic to their news stories.[xviii] Furthermore,
there are limited resources or opportunities to
pursue this training after journalism school.
[xix] An anti-numeracy culture has flourished
in journalism to the point that statistical lit-
eracy is framed as antithetical to the spirit of
journalism.[xx] Even statistically literate jour-
nalists are motivated to avoid thematic con-
tent. The tight deadlines and editorial pres-
sure journalists face often prevent them from
dedicating sufficient time to investigate and
write with the appropriate contextual thematic
framing.[xxi] As a result, it is easier for jour-
nalists to focus on data-free, episodic content.

The general public often has difficulty with
statistical reasoning, which leads to further
misperceptions when consuming episodic con-
tent. News consumers’ lack of expertise can lead
to broad and incorrect extrapolations from epi-
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sodic content. In particular, they tend to deval-
ue or outright ignore the base rates (the general
probability of any given outcome) if they receive
contrasting information from a specific event,
especially when that information is coming
from a trusted news source.[xxii] This tendency
was particularly dangerous during the pandem-
ic. Despite empirical data demonstrating the ef-
fectiveness of vaccines, many news stories sen-
sationalized the deaths of individual vaccinated
people.[xxiii] This bred misperceptions of the
vaccines’ actual efficacy and may have discour-
aged some from getting vaccinated.[xxiv] At the
same time, coverage of the Black Lives Matters
protests during the Summer of 2020 dispropor-
tionately focused on protests that became vio-
lent, despite these instances making up around
5% of all protests.[xxv] This portrayal may have
contributed to the drop in support for the
movement in the following months.[xxvi] This
dynamic can also be detected in Americans’
current perspectives towards transgendered in-
dividuals. There is an outsized media focus on
people who regret or even reverse gender-af-
firming surgery, despite their representing less
than 1% of people who transition.[xxvii] The
misperceptions may contribute to more Amer-
icans opposing policies to make gender-affirm-
ing care more accessible and affordable.[xxviii]
However, these stories do not just arise as a re-
sult of journalists’ inadequate statistical knowl-
edge. There are other, more deliberate reasons
why journalists focus on episodic content.

EPISODIC FRAMING & THE
STATUS QUO

They do so because it often involves surprising
divergences from the status quo. Journalists
are taught that the most surprising stories are
the most newsworthy ones.[xxix] Furthermore,
sharing these stories can help inform audienc-
es about unexpected changes in topics they
care about.[xxx] However, showcasing an indi-
vidual narrative because it’'s unusual can cause
misperceptions.[xxxi] Focusing on individual
narratives because they are atypical can mis-
represent to audiences how common these sit-
uations are, as occurred during the pandemic.
Over the first few months of the pandemic, the
majority of Americans supported and engaged
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in mask-wearing to protect against COVID-19.
[xxxii] However, there was a small, vocal con-
tingent that was especially opposed to wearing
face masks.[xxxiii] Media coverage emphasized
the opposition to mask-wearing, likely because
it diverged from the status quo.[xxxiv] But in
doing so, it exaggerated how large the resis-
tance to mask-wearing was, and normalized
mask-wearing opposition. This not only likely
deepened divisions between Americans but also
decreased the efficacy of mask-wearing (which
requires collective adherence to be effective),
potentially costing lives.[xxxv] Journalists’ use
of episodic framing has not just illegitimately
disrupted the status quo — but also, in the pur-
suit of objectivity, illegitimately maintained it.

EPISODIC FRAMING &
OBJECTIVITY

Journalists often utilize episodic framings to
make their stories appear more objective, even
when doing so biases their reporting. The goal
of objectivity has caused multiple issues in jour-
nalism. Objectivity is often defined by those in
power, thus serving to maintain the status quo
and inhibit social change.[xxxvi] Moreover, the
rules of objectivity tend to be applied incon-
sistently across journalists.[xxxvii] In particu-
lar, journalists from marginalized groups have
been expected to engage in more excessive
steps — such as the Washington Post mandat-
ing that a female journalist who was a sexual
assault survivor couldn’t write about the #Me-
Too movement.[xxxviii] In addition to these
flaws, aspiring for objectivity can motivate mis-
leading episodic framing. For much of the 21st
century, there has been a near-unanimous con-
sensus amongst the scientific community that
human-caused climate change is real and occur-
ring.[xxxix] Yet for many years, in an effort to
be objective, journalists would adopt a more ep-
isodic framing by focusing on situations where
there was an equal representation of concurring
and dissenting voices on climate change.[x]
This format, however, suggested to audiences
that human-caused climate change was still a
contentious concept in the scientific commu-
nity and more broadly, likely contributing to
Americans’ doubts about climate change.[xli]
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Work from our Social Influence and Social
Change Lab at Boston College has demon-
strated Americans’ climate misperceptions are
particularly grievous. We find that while up to
80% of Americans support most major pro-
spective policies to address climate change,
they erroneously think that only at most 40%
of other Americans support these policies.[xlii]
The perceived lack of support for these poli-
cies dissuades Americans from publicly sup-
porting or endorsing these policies, preventing
these very popular and necessary policies from
being passed.[xliii] We plan to investigate how
news media’s representation of climate change
helps prompt this extreme misperception.

Finally, journalism emphasizes episodic content
because it is a profitable economic model. Indi-
vidual narratives are very compelling and they
correspond to news consumers’ desires. How-
ever, when journalists are driven by the pursuit
of viewership and profit, it can result in biased
and misinformative news. This was particularly
evident during the emergence of local broad-
cast news in 1970s Philadelphia. Local broad-
cast news programs were innovative in their
approach of presenting captivating and sensa-
tional local stories that catered to their data on
consumer preferences.[xliv] They found that the
best way to appeal to a White suburban audi-
ence and generate the most advertising profit
was by sharing racially biased stories.[xlv] While
news clips set in predominately white suburbs
focused on positive stories such as communi-
ty events, stories set in more racially heteroge-
neous cities focused on crimes committed by
Black Americans.[xlvi] Furthermore, when re-
porting on these crimes, these programs delib-
erately ignored the structural factors that moti-
vated them, to better appeal to White Americans.
[xIvii] While this format of news was particularly
profitable, it was also particularly destructive.
White Americans viewed Black Americans as
an exceedingly violent and criminal group, de-
spite this both being statistically unfounded,
and Black Americans actually being more like-
ly to be the victim rather than the perpetrator
of a crime.[xlviii] As a result, White Ameri-
cans began pushing for harsher incarceration
and policing policies that would cause severe
damage to America’s Black community.[xlix]
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Despite its shortcomings, there is clear merit
to the strengths of episodic content in shifting
public awareness, opinion, and action. In fact,
a single individual narrative can be powerful
enough to move global opinions, as happened
during the Syrian Civil War. For four years, the
Syrian Civil War raged on, with over a quar-
ter-million casualties.[l] Despite this, Syrians
were receiving little public support or aid from
the rest of the world.[li] That was until early
fall of 2015, when the body of Alan Shendu,
a 2-year-old Syrian boy who had died with his
mother while trying to sail to enter Europe, was
tragically found on the shore of a Turkish beach.
[lii] By the next day, articles with images of Alan
and descriptions of his story had accrued tens
of millions of views and ignited a massive shift
in public concern for Syrian refugees.[liii] With-
in a week there was a huge upsurge in volun-
teers and donations to help Syrian refugees,
along with support for policies to resettle them
in Western nations.[liv] While the world was
aware of the Syrian Civil war, it wasn't until they
were exposed to a compelling individual narra-
tive that they began to care. But even that care
didn’t translate into sufficient change. Within a
few weeks, public attention and support turned
away from the Syrian civil war.[lv] Politicians
returned to promoting and passing anti-immi-
gration policies, and some people even began
reinterpreting Alan’s story as a reason to sup-
port anti-immigration policies.[lvi] Even Alan’s
aunt noted that she was losing hope that peo-
ple would respond to his death with support for
the structural change that would prevent future
victims — an end to the Syrian civil war.[lvii]

However, simply sharing broad, statistical data
is insufficient as well. While a single individu-
al or situation can generate feelings of empathy
and a capacity to help, learning about an entire
crisis — such as the Syrian civil war and the
resulting millions of refugees — overwhelms
our emotions. In response, people lose em-
pathy as the number of victims increases and
begin to withdraw their attention entirely from
the issue.[lviii] The shutdown of emotions oc-
curs particularly in response to statistical in-
formation about a problem, which reveals the

scope of an issue without the accompanying
emotional pull.[lix] As Slovic and Weber (2013)
frame it, “statistics are human beings with the
tears dried off”, and often lack the draw to en-
gage audiences without overwhelming them.[Ix]

One potential solution is synthesizing both ep-
isodic and thematic content into news pieces.
Most news stories already utilize a combina-
tion of both episodic and thematic framing.[Ixi]
However, they usually predominantly depict an
issue through only one of these framings .[Ixii]

In the Social Influence and Social Change lab,
we are currently developing messages that
merge these two types of framing, which may
uniquely motivate individual-level engagements
with societal issues while also building aware-
ness and interest in addressing the structural
factors driving these issues more broadly. Ex-
tant research suggests that merging these two
types of framings will help prevent audiences
from making broad and inaccurate inferences
from new stories.[Ixiii] Moreover, utilizing both
of these two framings when discussing an issue
may motivate audiences to not only personally
act to rectify these issues, but also support struc-
tural changes, such as new policies.[Ixiv] Be-
yond our lab, there are promising and prospec-
tive changes that can help journalism avoid the
misperceptions produced by episodic content.
Accordingly, journalism schools have increas-
ingly explored how to better instruct statistics,
which would give journalists the skills neces-
sary to include more thematic content in their
stories.[lxv] Additionally, some journalists have
advocated discarding the current sense of jour-
nalistic objectivity entirely. Journalism, and in-
herent to that are the biases of the journalists on
the broader news organization.[lxvi] Rather than
attempting to appear impartial and balanced,
journalists should focus on ensuring that their
work is particularly truthful, which includes
making their biases and values as transparent
as possible.[Ixvii] This would not only prevent
the misperceptions that arise from journalists
pursuing “objective” reporting, but it also en-
ables journalists to take the initiative and active-
ly advocate for certain positions or topics, gen-
erating change that otherwise wouldn’t occur.
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CONCLUSION

Individual-level framings are particularly alluring in journalism. Episodic content is often more
captivating, surprising, and profitable — while also easier to align with journalistic virtues
such as objectivity. But episodic framings tend to breed misinformation in audiences. Wheth-
er it's due to people’s limited statistical knowledge, or news pieces’ neglect of broader contex-
tualizing information, episodic content in the news has led to misperceptions among Ameri-
cans in areas ranging from the climate, to race and crime, to political beliefs. However, there
are current initiatives to mitigate the misconstruals people form from episodic news. Our So-
cial Influence and Social Change lab is one group hoping to make headway on this by merging
episodic and thematic framings around the type of topics that commonly appear in the news.
But there are other promising reforms, such as improvement in journalists’ statistical training,
and changes in what virtues journalists prioritize. Ultimately, episodic framings are an essential
and inevitable component of reporting the news. But recognizing and attending to the misper-
ceptions that arise from these news stories can help minimize the dangers they may cause.
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ABSTRACT

Since the 1980s, Arab American scholars, activists, and academics have campaigned to
add a new Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) category to the U.S. decenni-
al census. While their efforts have been covered by the press, outlets have often focused
on the superficial constructs of identity formation, rather than investigating more deep-
ly the history and implications of racial category construction. The lack of this skeptical
engagement from the press has enabled a particular vision of the relationship between
race and equality within US democracy: 1) that races (and in this case the MENA race)
exists as such, 2) that the enumeration of these races will facilitate distribution of ser-
vices, and finally 3) that the distribution should not be means-tested, but instead based
on the racial or ethnic identity of the receiver. In other words, the lack of skepticism in
reporting on the specific mechanisms that link the creation of a new census category
and the actual achievement of “equality,” undermines the press’s role as an independent
institution in a vibrant democracy. The press coverage of a new MENA census category
demonstrates a basic willingness to scrutinize the socio-economic outcomes, but jour-
nalists are distinctly unwilling to scrutinize the market-based origins of these outcomes.

INTRODUCTION

Activism that began in the 1980s took on new
momentum recently when the struggle to get a
new racial category—Middle Eastern or North
African (MENA)—added to the US decennial
census would finally pay off. In 2015, the U.S.
Census Bureau convened scholars, lawyers,
activists, and other interested parties to advise
how to enumerate the MENA population in the
U.S.[i] The meeting was contested but cordial
overall. The Census Bureau invited detailed
feedback and promised further testing and en-
gagement in the creation of the new category.
When a 2018 memo from the Census Bureau
chief statistician indicated that the issue would
be tabled yet again for possible consideration
at a later date, many academics, journalists,
and activists involved in the efforts were dis-
traught.[ii] Organizations who had lobbied for
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years for the category attributed the reversal
to a political act by the Trump administration.
Others—including self-described members
of the MENA community—were not as per-
turbed, expressing skepticism toward their
identities, locations, and ethnic belonging being
classified and scrutinized by the US state.[iii]

The contested efforts to add a new MENA cat-
egory to the census have elicited significant
press coverage over the years. Journalists at
outlets including the LA Times, New York Times,
and NPR, among many others, have covered
the lack of a new racial category on the cen-
sus.[iv] These stories often highlight the dis-
appointment of scholars and members of the
MENA community, and in general do so with-
out much additional context or history about




census enumeration and categorization sche-
mas. Absent this context or any serious histo-
riography, the creation of a new census category
has the effect of reifying racial categories. This
lack of critical perspective turns the press into a
political functionary of the neoliberal state. By
uncritically reporting that a community simply
seeks to be “enumerated more accurately,” and
implying that this enumeration alone will ad-
dress stratification, the press lends its credentials
to a tired market logic: So long as inequality is ra-
cially proportional, it should be considered fair.

MOVEMENT BACKGROUND

Lobbying for a MENA specific designation on
the census was inspired by an apparent mis-
match between the lived experiences of MENA
identifiable individuals and their official govern-
ment designations. A 1977 decision by the Of-
fice of Management and Budget (OMB) called
Directive 15 established an official set of race
and ethnicity standards to be used for statisti-
cal measurement on the census. This directive,
revised in 1997, stipulated that “a person hav-
ing origins in any of the original peoples of Eu-
rope, the Middle East, or North Africa,” would
be considered racially white.[v] The designation
of people with origins from “the Middle East”
into a “White” classification was itself a reflec-
tion of earlier 2oth century litigations. At the
turn of the 20oth century, various cases brought
by Syrian immigrants involved these litigants
to petition for recognition as “White” as they
sought eligibility for naturalization in the face
of strict racial quotas. Courts reclassified Syri-
ans and other immigrants from the mid-East
as “White,” setting the stage for their eventual
adoption into the official “White” racial clas-
sification. Just over 100 years later, social cir-
cumstances no longer provide civic and social
mobility, leading some activists to argue that
the same classification now makes MENA in-
dividuals worse off today. Scholars and activists
who advocate for a new MENA racial category
on the census argue that the experience of dis-
crimination merits a separate category on the
census to gather data on this racialized group.

Accounting for the change between the move-
ment for acceptance into white legal classifi-
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cation and the emergence of a movement for
non-white census enumeration complicates ar-
guments that have prioritized the innate racial-
ity of Muslim or Arab migrants in the US. This
is especially the case when assertions of MENA
racialization accord primary causal influence to
“the concept of whiteness [as it] has mediated
the provisions of rights,” since they gloss over
the contradiction that naturalization rights were
granted to both “aliens being free white per-
sons, and to aliens of African nativity and to per-
sons of African descent” at different historical
moments and contexts.[vi][vii] In other words,
acceptance into the American polity cannot sim-
ply be attributed to a conceptual attachment to
white identity if African descent also qualified
an individual for legally recognized natural-
ization rights at different historical moments.
Instead of querying the paradox of a movement
seeking to enumerate and institutionalize a
non-white identity in an increasingly hostile
environment, the press has largely played the
role of neoliberal functionary: most coverage
of the movement has simply narrated the lived
experiences of MENA populations without se-
riously querying how the general decline in
material conditions—falling wages, increas-
ing rents, exponential inequality, etc.—have
no doubt made the lives of the MENA poor
and working class, in particular, materially tax-
ing. In failing to take a more critical tone, the
media has become complicit in peddling the
troublesome narrative that the creation of a
new category can itself ameliorate these con-
ditions for the MENA community and beyond.

JOURNALISTIC COVERAGE

An example of this paradigm can be discerned
by dissecting the following framing of the issue
in a relatively recent LA Times article. The re-
port documents the reactions of several Iranian
Americans who claimed thatthelack ofa MENA
box on the census felt like an erasure of their
community. The piece quotes activists and orga-
nization leaders who find explicit and direct ties
between the lack of a box on the census and the
deprivation of funds for constituent resources:

Advocates say the [addition of the] category
goes beyond issues of self-identity and has re-
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al-life implications for Arab and Middle Eastern
communities, including the allocation of local re-
sources. “We are our own community,” said Rashad
Al-Dabbagh, executive director of the Arab Ameri-
can Civic Council in Anaheim. “It’s as if we don’t
count.” At stake in the decennial count is nearly
$800 billion in federal tax dollars and the num-
ber of seats each state receives in the U.S. House
of Representatives. Many of the services people rely
on are tied to funds and programs determined by
the census. In addition to those resources, advo-
cates argue, the “white” label could hurt univer-
sities and companies that use the information to
promote diversity and could result in the gather-
ing of little or no statistical data on important is-
sues, such as health trends in the community.[viii]

The style and method of coverage above is para-
digmatic of the type of conflation that is present
in most every article that covers the issue of a
new MENA census category. Firstly, there is an
implied connection between racial and ethnic
identification and the receipt of congressional
representation. While it is of course the case
that population counts are necessary in deter-
mining congressional apportionment, it is not
the case that ones’ racial or ethnic identification
has any direct bearing on those representational
apportionment figures. And while enumeration
and indication of a specific language spoken
by residents can allow for a more accurate dis-
bursement of federal tax dollars for services like
language translation, it is also the case that rep-
resenting language as equivalent to racial or eth-
nic identification is often inaccurate. After all,
many MENA immigrants who came to the US
in the early and mid-20th century are likely to
both identify as “White” and benefit from trans-
lation services, while their first- and second-gen-
eration US-born children—who are more like-
ly to identify as MENA—are likelier to speak
English as their first, if not only, language.[iX]

What may be even more problematic, though, is
the conflation of census enumeration and bio-
logical race. In the final sentence of the excerpt-
ed quote, the article argues that without accurate
“statistical data” on racial and ethnic identity, im-
portant health trends of the MENA community
cannot be studied. Attributing health outcomes
with their correlation to racial and ethnic iden-
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tity obscures how public health outcomes are
much more fundamentally an effect of broader
social relations than of anything that might be
called a race, let alone a “MENA race.”[x] The
well-intentioned attempt to focus on the un-
equal accrual of poor health outcomes in minori-
ty populations effectively bolsters a connection
between poor health outcomes and biological
race, rather than identifying the material condi-
tions and environmental factors subjecting peo-
ple to cruel and unhealthy living conditions.[xi]

The adoption of race as a biological proxy is a
common trope in much of the news coverage
relating to this fight. The author of another re-
cent article suggests a direct link between poor
health outcomes and Mediterranean ancestry:

MENA populations, as well as those indigenous
to the Mediterranean Basin, have in common a
myriad of genetic disorders and dispositions, diet
and lifestyle habits, in addition to some overrid-
ing psychological and cultural issues that remain
overlooked and understudied, putting them at
greater risk of COVID-19 infections and compli-
cations. Indeed, according to 2020 statistics, some
of the main COVID-19 hotspots across the United
States overlapped with the largest hubs of MENA
populations, including in New York, New Jersey,
Michigan, California and Illinois... If there was
research available for other populations, specif-
ically for MENA populations, then there would
be guided interventions, a process to address pre-
existing diseases and superimposed infections,
and an opportunity for patient-centered care. [xii]

It is dangerous to make such claims about a
correlation between areas with a higher pro-
portion of MENA individuals and increased
COVID transmission. The author reifies race
as a genetic phenomenon—an assertion with
racist undertones about inherently biological
differences in minority populations. By legiti-
mizing or associating MENA as a genetically, or
scientifically real race, this rhetoric repackages
an ideology common among slaveholders who
used race to exclude black Americans from civ-
ic equality in the US. Asserting a genetic link
between race and disease occludes how social
relations in under-resourced city centers make
poor and working-class segments of all racial
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and ethnic groups particularly susceptible to in-
tection from COVID-19 among other ailments.
[xiii]

What is particularly unfortunate about this rhet-
oric is how it can obscure the mechanisms and
opportunities for intervention. The claim that
only a MENA racial category can help patients
receive “guided interventions, a process to ad-
dress preexisting diseases and superimposed
infections, and an opportunity for patient-cen-
tered care,” disguises a broken and inhumane
for-profit health care system. The often disre-
garded truth about American healthcare is that
we spend more money than other countries on
healthcare, while having markedly worse over-
all outcomes.[xiv] This is unsurprising in light
of the fact that 95% of new hires in healthcare
sector between 1990 and 2012 (when the work-
force grew by 75%) were administrative staff
rather than doctors.[xv] In this context, focus-
ing attention on the health benefits of further
delineating someone’s biologically untethered
racial identity, instead of hiring more doctors,
nurses, and actual staff for direct patient care,
feels like shilling for insurance companies
instead of advocating for patients. The insis-
tence that accurate racial enumeration is a key
mechanism for understanding the propensity
for disease or biological illness obscures the
social, political, and economic axes that create
the conditions for poor health outcomes.[xvi]
And what makes these claims so dangerous is
precisely how it precludes political intervention.
After all, destitution can be alleviated by differ-
ent political choices, but ancestry is immutable.

BUT WHAT OF DEMOCRACY?

While it is descriptively true that an increasing
number of individuals identify as, and are iden-
tified with, their Middle East ethnic origin over
their census-enumerated white racial status, itis
also the case that there has been a largely unspo-
ken and implicit assumption embedded within
the fight to get a new MENA racial or ethnic
category institutionalized through the census.
[xvii] These assumptions are not simply about
the construction of racial and ethnic difference
among Americans, but instead should be un-
derstood as reflections of a particular neoliberal
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postwar politics. This tendency has been labeled
by some sociologists as race-reductionism—the
belief that ailments stemming from a post-in-
dustrial declining welfare state can be attributed
to the racial category of individuals rather than
social and political policy.[xviii] Relatedly, advo-
cates arguing for a broadened list of categoriza-
tions thatincludes anew MENA census box often
assume that just such an “accurate” delineation
of ethnic and racial identity will alleviate harms
faced by MENA individuals including acts of dis-
crimination, declining life prospects, and over-
all negative life outcomes. But these assump-
tions rest on several ideologically grounded and
dogmatic beliefs about racial and ethnic identity
in the US that have been honed in a post-Cold
War ideological context where economic and
“civic” rights have been largely decoupled.[xix]

The dominant narrative in the press’s coverage
of the fight for MENA enumeration uncritical-
ly parrots anachronistic understandings about
census enumeration, race, and biology. Cov-
erage of the supposed genetic links between a
MENA “race” and health outcomes not only le-
gitimizes race as a biological phenomenon—a
notion that has long been debunked by social
scientists and historians—but also relieves the
for-profit system of responsibility. Instead of fo-
cusing on how resources have been shaped by
a market-logic that allows for the concentration
of misery among minority populations, journal-
ism’s current focus on a lack of enumeration as
being the main road-block facing MENA pop-
ulations greenlights a dangerous belief about
what exactly enumeration can accomplish.

The style of press coverage results in a trun-
cated vision of democratic civil society—one
more interested in maintaining the appearance
of equality through the proxy of racial propor-
tionality. The underlying assumption within
press narratives about MENA enumeration
implies a democratic ideal in which no portion
of the population is racially over or under-rep-
resented in terms of negative life outcomes.
The problem with a such a narrow focus on
racial proportionality is that this logic obscures
the prevalence of broad inequality in favor of a
“legitimate” market-distributed inequality.[xx]
Within this context, the primary goal for MENA
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poor MENA outcomes and MENA population distribution, rather than seeking to eliminate
poor outcomes altogether. The hyper-focus on racial parity, rather than broad based equali-
ty, ultimately hinders the ability to have a more equal and thus sustainable democratic poli-
ty. Within the parameters of enumeration for racial proportionality, the democratic project for
equality among all peoples is transformed into the specious project that disregards a certain
amount of “fair” or “racially proportionate” level of inequality, poverty, destitution, or any oth-
er negative life outcome. In a truly equal and democratic polity, such caveats have no space.

The press, inlacking a skeptical engagement with the assumptions regarding how a new census cate-
gorization can provide material benefit to a disadvantaged community, greenlights a particular vision
of the relationship between race and equality: 1) that races (and in this case the MENA race) exist, as
such, 2) that the enumeration of these races alone will allow for distribution of services, and finally 3)
that the equality of that distribution should not hinge on need but instead on the racial or ethnic iden-
tity of the receiver. In other words, the absence of skepticism in reporting on a specific mechanism
that links the creation of a new category and the resulting achievement of equality, belies the press’s
role as anindependentinstitution in a vibrant democracy. Ifa different, more equal, vision of what de-
mocracy can achieveis considered, then the press falls shortin its agitations to identify a path forward.
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INTERVIEW WITH

JIM ACOSTA, CNN

Conducted at the Clough Center Workshop,

“Renewing Journalism, Restoring Democracy” (September 2022)

Q: Given all of the disinformation that is
out there today, how do you struggle with
the idea that has become mainstream in our
body politic that there are two sides to a lie?

I don’t struggle with it — the truth is the truth and
facts are facts. As Carl Bernstein has said, we are
searching for “the best obtainable version of the
truth.” We do that by putting together the facts,
talking to experts and getting real world anec-
dotes. The pandemic, the war in Ukraine, or
the 2020 election are all good examples of that.

You still have people who will not believe the
election results. But there is only one lie in that
situation: that Joe Biden lost the election to
Donald Trump. The press did initially struggle
with whether or not to refer to then-President
Trump’s half-truths and falsehoods as “lies.”
But when he kept repeating them after the re-
cord was corrected, at some point we had to
say “Okay, now he’s lying.” That came across to
some people as giving him a hard time. But we
can't live in a world where somebody who lies
gets to define reality: that is the road to 1984.

Q: Does the
news  coverage
ers to separate

injection of opinion into
make it hard for view-
commentary from  facts?

There is a difference between “perspec-
tive programming” and wildly irresponsi-
ble programming. We try to give people the
facts. There might be some at home who
say: “That’s an opinion and you're giving me
your observation on this.” Sometimes the
truth hurts, and it may come across as some-
body else’s opinion when it’'s just the truth.

Q: Between viewers who expose themselves only
to “conservative” news outlets and those who
only consume “liberal” news, there are two sep-
arate realities. How, as a journalist, and as
an anchor, do you try to pierce that bubble?
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There is a difference between living in an
“information silo” versus living in a disin-
formation wilderness. During the COVID
pandemic, some of us were living in reality
while others didn't believe that the pandem-
ic was happening and that the vaccines were
all a conspiracy. Many folks were led astray
with, in some cases, terrible consequences.

Q: Has the absence of moderate right lean-
ing voices from many major TV and print
newsrooms encouraged the rise of new hy-
per-partisan  right  wing  media  outlets?

It's not a matter of left versus right anymore
in this country. It’s really truth versus lies. It’s
democracy versus whatever that was on Jan-
uary 6th. The job of the press is to put those
choices out before the American people and
make this as clear as humanly possible. We
may sometimes think that we’re done for, that
we're finished, that it’s all going down the
tubes, and there are real reasons to be worried.
But what we have is worth defending and fight-
ing for. I believe that the US is the best hope
for freedom of democracy on this planet and
it we go down the tubes, things are going to
get pretty bleak in this world. We have to talk
to one another and find a way out of this, be-
cause what we have here is worth salvaging.




Q: Do you think the mext presidential elec-
tion will lead to a peaceful transition of power?

That remains to be seen. January 6th was a
blueprint for overturning election results that
can be modified, perfected, honed: “How do we
get around the courts next time?” We've seen
candidates for secretaries of state saying they
may or may not honor election results and there
are efforts afoot to make state legislatures the
ultimate arbiter of who wins an election in that
particular state. That is the antithesis of Amer-
ican democracy — it goes against everything we
know about how we’re supposed to be running
elections. We have to guard against that and get
back to a place where we can all agree on what
the truth is and have a common set of facts. With-
out that, we are on the dark side of the moon.

Q: What can the news media do better?

We have to keep trying to perfect what we do
and look where we got something wrong and
figure out if there is a better system that can be
put in place. But when it comes to asking ques-
tions of people in positions of power and influ-
ence and holding elected leaders accountable,
we've learned that pulling back is not an option.
It's a position that we’ve been placed in. We do
this because we think it's important to do the
story, get it right, make sure as many people see
it as possible so people will have the best version
of the truth that we are always hoping to find.

Q: Have social media and other plat-
forms made journalism  better or worse?
Have they made democracy better or worse?

There is a galvanizing potential for social me-
dia, which have the power to mobilize and en-
ergize people like we’ve never seen before. Pro-
tests and democratic movements have taken
off thanks to social media, and there are many
good things that have come from that. But dis-
information can travel quickly without any kind
of a filter, without any kind of fact check and
it can be used by people who may not always
have the best interest of democracy at heart.
And so that is troublesome. I was recording
from the White House on January 6th when
the White House staff was imploring the pres-
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ident to “please tell your people to go home,
put out a tweet to tell them to go home.” How
deeply in trouble we are as a democracy, when
the aides to the president of the United States
are going into the Oval Office to say, can you
please put out a tweet so our democracy doesn’t
go down the tubes? From the standpoint of de-
mocracy, there’s the potential for great trouble.

Q: How do you interpret the ambivalence of
news organizations towards Donald Trump?

It can become a vicious cycle. It was almost a no-
win situation when covering this back in 2016.
He was the standard-bearer of the Republican
party in 2016. It's hard to not cover the front
runner. And he’s saying blatantly racist things
like, “Mexican immigrants who are coming to
this country are rapists and criminals” — we have
to cover that. But we have learned some lessons
since then. Some of us were uncomfortable us-
ing the word “lie” at the beginning of his time in
office, but we got more comfortable with it over
time. If the record has been corrected, if the facts
have been put out there and what you're saying
runs counter to that and you keep doing it, you
are a liar. And it has to be reported as such.

Q: How has being personally called out
and attacked by Trump and his allies af-
fected the way you relate to your coverage?

t makes it more difficult to go out there and do
it on a daily basis when you're getting called
“fake news,” when you get called “the ene-
my of the people” by the President. It was ab-
sorbed by many of his supporters and directed
back at us in the form of death threats at me
and many colleagues at multiple outlets. People
would go onto my social media account and say
“you're dead,” “you’re next.” To some extent,
this went on with Trump’s tacit approval. He
knew that by retweeting memes of us getting
shot, or squashed like a bug, or run over with
a train, he exacerbated that phenomenon, and
riled people up. To the point that a deranged
Trump supporter sent pipe bombs to CNN and
a number of other news outlets. So CNN gave
me bodyguards — think about that, a political re-
porter going to a campaign rally in the United
States of America with bodyguards! I worried
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that something could happen to my family. So when you ask “Well, how do you do your job?
How does that relate to what you do?” It became difficult, on a daily basis, to say “well now I'm
just going back to the White House to stand ten feet across from this guy and ask him questions
while his supporters are threatening me and my colleagues.” It is a challenging environment.
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