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Introduction
When Commercialism Trumps Democracy

This book is about the journalism crisis and the policies we need to con-
front it. Challenges to our news and information systems have taken on 
greater urgency in recent years, with concern growing about misinfor-
mation and the unaccountable power of platform monopolies. As public 
attention turns to these media failures, now is an opportune moment to 
address core weaknesses in US communication infrastructures and push 
for alternatives. Recent criticism has understandably focused on problems 
with television news, print journalism, and social media platforms, but too 
little of this scrutiny recognizes that these are mere symptoms of deeper 
maladies. To understand what ails our news media and what reforms are 
needed, we must penetrate to the roots of systemic problems. Toward this 
aim, Democracy Without Journalism? underscores the structural nature of 
commercial journalism’s collapse while exploring entirely new models. 
Ultimately, the goal should be to reinvent journalism. Although my anal-
ysis focuses on the United States, where the journalism crisis is most pro-
nounced, similar problems afflict democratic societies to varying degrees 
around the world.

US News Media Pathologies

Systemic problems typically remain overlooked until shocks to the status quo 
render them more visible. Donald Trump’s ascendance and the 2016 US pres-
idential election revealed a number of structural pathologies in the US news 
and information systems, especially toxic commercialism that prioritizes 
profit over democratic imperatives. From imbalanced, low-​quality coverage 
in traditional news media to the proliferation of misinformation on social 
media, commercial imperatives drove news organizations to popularize a 
dangerous politics.
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Television coverage exhibited some of the worst of these media 
malpractices. TV news outlets lavished far more attention on Trump than 
all other presidential candidates. During a critical period in the primary 
season, he received nearly three times more coverage than Hillary Clinton 
and sixteen times more than Bernie Sanders.1 Various estimates show that 
news outlets gifted Trump billions of dollars’ worth of free advertising in the 
run-​up to the election, often allowing him to simply phone in to their pop-
ular news shows.2 Despite constant campaign coverage, content analyses 
show that our leading news media—​including major print outlets such as 
the New York Times—​barely covered candidates’ policy positions prior to the 
election.3 These informational deficits in mainstream news media coincided 
with torrents of misinformation circulating through social media. However, 
simplistic explanations that blame Trump’s rise on “fake news” amplified on 
Facebook are clearly insufficient. While these platforms are now the subject 
of well-​deserved scrutiny for facilitating various kinds of dis/​misinforma-
tion, traditional news media contributed as much if not more to the lack of 
high-​quality information leading up to the elections.4

These data points paint a depressing portrait of the entire US news media 
apparatus. Yet they are merely surface-​level symptoms of a deeper structural 
rot in our news and information systems. What is it about the US media 
system that encourages such socially irresponsible coverage? What are the 
historical conditions that produced such a system in the United States? What 
are the policies and ideologies that keep it intact? This book highlights spe-
cific media failures and recommends new models.5

“Damn Good for CBS”

Three core media failures helped enable Trump’s election.6 First, the news 
media’s excessive commercialism—​driven by profit imperatives, especially 
the need to sell advertising—​resulted in facile coverage of the election that 
emphasized entertainment over information. For ratings-​driven news 
outlets, the always-​controversial Trump was the ultimate boon. CNN’s CEO 
Jeff Zucker, ever seeking to “maximize the emotional impact of the moment” 
(as a New  York Times article put it), approvingly compared CNN’s elec-
tion coverage to that of ESPN’s sports commentary. He casually professed, 
“The idea that politics is sport is undeniable, and we understood that and 
approached it that way.”7 The now-​disgraced CEO of CBS Leslie Moonves 
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admitted that “[Trump’s candidacy] may not be good for America, but it’s 
damn good for CBS.” He continued:  “The money’s rolling in and this is 
fun . . . this is going to be a very good year for us . . . bring it on, Donald. Keep 
going.”8

These comments reveal how US news media privilege profits over public 
service. Although many prominent news outlets have since become more ad-
versarial toward Trump—​and more likely to call out his brazen lies and re-
sist his attacks—​their coverage continues to focus on his impolitic behavior 
while giving short shrift to growing income inequality, institutional racism, 
environmental collapse, and other severe problems exacerbated by his pol-
icies. Constantly reporting on the reality-​television-​like “Trump Show” 
spikes ratings and ad revenue. Prime-​time ratings have more than doubled 
at CNN and nearly tripled at MSNBC since Trump took office.9 Part of this 
financial windfall comes from the fact that Trump coverage is cheap to pro-
duce: pundits and panels of experts can simply discuss the President’s latest 
tweets and outrageous comments. This kind of superficial coverage is irre-
sistible for profit-​driven commercial news media but detrimental to demo-
cratic discourse.

A second failure in the US media system is the tremendous amount of 
misinformation circulating on social media platforms, especially Facebook. 
Although many analysts attribute the problems with misinformation to po-
litical polarization and foreign interference, commercial incentives facili-
tate its dissemination. Facebook’s reckless behavior stems from maximizing 
advertising revenues, and more generally from its unregulated monopoly 
power. Some observers have downplayed concerns about “fake news” (a 
deeply problematic term) as little more than moral panic and social hysteria. 
And skepticism is certainly warranted, especially since much of the criti-
cism is ahistorical, often stemming from a desire for simplistic, mono-​causal 
explanations of Trump’s unexpected election.

Nonetheless, concerns about widespread misinformation deserve serious 
attention. Some reports suggest that fabricated stories circulated more often 
than fact-​based news during the weeks leading up to the election.10 With 
Americans—​as well as people around the world—​increasingly accessing 
their news through Facebook, concerns about the company’s central posi-
tion within the entire media system is entirely warranted.11 However, much 
scrutiny continues to overlook the structural roots of misinformation, espe-
cially the commercial motives that accelerate it. Because its business model 
depends on user engagement, Facebook is not incentivized to address the 
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problem, opting instead to rely on outside parties, crowdsourcing, and algo-
rithmic tweaks to stem the flow of misinformation.

The rise of misinformation is one more manifestation of the asymmetric 
relationships stemming from Facebook’s status as a gigantic social media 
monopoly with profound political-​economic power and little independent 
oversight—​all while dodging responsibilities that normally belong to media 
companies.12 As a global internet platform and an algorithm-​driven pub-
lisher, Facebook has tremendous gatekeeping power over much of the world’s 
information system. Yet, unlike “natural monopolies” or public utilities of 
old, Facebook has avoided close regulatory oversight and shirked any obliga-
tion to uphold a social contract with meaningful public interest requirements 
in exchange for the many benefits that society grants it. As I will discuss in 
chapter 4, growing media monopoly power—​from Facebook and Google to 
Sinclair and AT&T—​is a major threat to the integrity of news and informa-
tion systems.13

A third systemic failure is the slow-​but-​sure structural collapse of pro-
fessional journalism. As market support for news production erodes, the 
number of working journalists has continued to decline. Print newsrooms 
have lost more than half of their employees since 2000.14 Yet newspapers 
still provide the bulk of original reporting, serving as the information feeder 
for the entire US news media system. Even casual observers will note that 
television news coverage is typically pegged to issues covered in that day’s 
newspapers. On leading cable news shows, the host’s routine often consists of 
essentially reading the headlines of the latest breaking newspaper stories to 
their viewers. Similarly, news content from social media—​where Americans 
increasingly consume their information—​derives largely from professional 
news organizations.

While it is difficult to see how, exactly, the collapse of professional jour-
nalism has affected what is or is not being covered—​or how issues are being 
covered differently—​some trends are obvious. In particular, the rise of “news 
deserts”—​entire regions bereft of news media coverage and access to reli-
able information—​is undeniable.15 Furthermore, information scarcity and 
news deficits are disproportionately harming specific groups and areas, es-
pecially communities of color, rural districts, and lower socioeconomic 
neighborhoods. This phenomenon represents a major failure in US media 
policy.

Taken together, these structural flaws in the US news media system create 
the ideal conditions for what I  call the “misinformation society”16—​an 
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electorate that is increasingly served sensationalistic news coverage, clickbait, 
and degraded journalism instead of informative, fact-​based, policy-​related 
news. While many demand-​side challenges have emerged, including a 
growing lack of trust and polarization, these and other audience-​related 
problems are intertwined with an increasingly diminishing supply of reliable 
news and information and proliferating misinformation and low-​quality 
news media. Unless we first address the supply-​side problems—​especially 
the commercialism that lies at the center of the system’s maladies—​we cannot 
overcome the other harms plaguing American news media.

Competing Narratives about Journalism

To highlight the structural nature of the journalism crisis, this book will scru-
tinize the ways that we talk about journalism. Several meta-​narratives about 
journalism emerged after Trump’s election. The first narrative was that news 
media enabled Trump’s ascendance—​especially television news coverage, 
but the critique also applies to print news. In addition to giving him an in-
ordinate amount of attention, news organizations often overlooked Trump’s 
troubling history or falsely equated his actions with other candidates’ 
imperfections. Typical news media coverage also sensationalized and trivi-
alized the elections via “horse-​race” coverage that fetishized polling data and 
personal insults hurled by candidates instead of offering critical analysis of 
their policy positions.

The second narrative, in tension with the first, is a newfound apprecia-
tion for the Fourth Estate. Many people increasingly see news institutions 
as the last bulwark of civil society, protecting them against everything from 
fake news to fascism. As Trump attacked the press, public sympathies natu-
rally redounded to news organizations (although the opposite appears true 
for Trump partisans). One direct result was a “Trump bump,” in which many 
publishers saw a sudden and dramatic spike in subscriptions shortly after the 
2016 election. However, this desperately needed boost in financial support 
did not solve media organizations’ economic problems and moreover turned 
out to be short-​lived for most outlets.

This leads us to a third narrative that predates the election: Despite an 
increasing need for public service journalism (local, policy-​related, and in-
vestigative news), it is precisely this kind of reporting that is failing econom-
ically. As consumers and advertisers have migrated to the web, where digital 
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ads pay pennies to the dollar of traditional print ads (with most of that rev-
enue going to Facebook and Google), the 150-​year-​old advertising revenue 
model for commercial newspapers is now beyond repair. In many ways, ad-
vertising previously served as a subsidy for media organizations, with news 
and information a kind of byproduct or positive externality resulting from 
the primary exchange between advertisers and newspapers. Because this ad-
vertising revenue model has been around for so long, it appears to be part 
of the natural order, with alternative models falling beyond our policy dis-
course and political imagination.

And yet, alternative models are exactly what we should be discussing. With 
the exception of a brief period in 2008 and 2009, there has been little public 
discussion, and virtually no policy response; meanwhile, the crisis in US 
journalism keeps getting worse. Already in 2016 the Pew Research Center—​
the gold standard for assessing the health of US news industries—​warned 
that “this accelerating decline suggests the industry may be past its point of 
no return.”17 For Pew to make such a statement speaks volumes about the 
severity of journalism’s collapse. Such a serious social problem deserves a 
public conversation proportionate to the scale of what should be seen as a 
national crisis.

The American Journalism Crisis

How we talk about the demise of journalism matters. Some narrations of the 
journalism crisis naturalize it as a kind of evolutionary metamorphosis of the 
“media ecosystem.”18 Others see it as a shift into a “post-​industrial” era for 
the US press system.19 Taking for granted the internet’s role in journalism’s 
“creative destruction,” many observers typically downplay the commercial 
news model’s endemic structural vulnerabilities, especially its overreliance 
on advertising support. Metaphors and phrases such as “perfect storms” and 
“disruptive innovation” implicitly construct the crisis as something beyond 
our control and outside the realm of public policy.

While some scholars and pundits view this structural transformation as a 
tragic loss for democracy and a once-​noble profession, for others it has been 
a source of great excitement. These optimists—​albeit a decreasing lot in re-
cent years—​argue that new digital start-​ups herald a potentially better future 
for journalism. Such analyses overlook these models’ questionable sustain-
ability and the low number of journalists they employ relative to the tens 
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of thousands of jobs lost from traditional newsrooms. These more utopian 
views tend to emphasize digital journalism’s potential for innovation and en-
abling greater citizen participation, while often neglecting negative external-
ities such as the proliferation of clickbait and misinformation.

Vexing questions remain about new digital technologies:  What is the 
normative role of journalism in today’s digital age? Should we be con-
cerned about the growing prominence of invasive and deceptive forms of 
advertising within digital journalism’s business model? What are the so-
cial implications as news work becomes increasingly precarious, reliant on 
free or low-​paid labor? What happens as local journalism disappears? What 
should society do when a functioning press system no longer exists? If this 
loss amounts to a crisis, what accounts for the absence of any public policy 
response?

In what follows, I argue that policy discourses about the future of news 
in the United States are constrained by libertarian assumptions. If we are to 
break free of this discourse, we must first understand where it comes from. To 
that end, this book situates the journalism crisis within specific political and 
historical contexts. Such an analysis can begin to flesh out under-​examined 
assumptions about the normative relationship between the press and the 
polity. This framework positions the journalism crisis as a social problem 
that requires a social democratic alternative—​namely, a public media option.

Focus of the Book

Democracy Without Journalism? focuses on the structural transformations 
in US journalism while emphasizing their implications for democracy. 
Thus far, our social imaginary about the ramifications of journalism’s 
deinstitutionalization—​and what should be done about it—​has been 
outpaced by its material collapse. It is perhaps symptomatic of our neoliberal 
age that many have looked to charitable and entrepreneurial individuals—​
and mostly wealthy, white men such as Jeff Bezos—​to save journalism. But 
the crisis requires a deeper conversation about the considerable stakes for 
local communities, democratic culture, and society writ large. This book 
intervenes in this debate by pushing normative questions about journalism’s 
democratic imperatives back to the fore. In doing so, it historicizes seemingly 
new developments and proposes structural alternatives to today’s failing 
commercial models. The book also addresses many of the issues facing 
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today’s digital news media, from the loss of net neutrality to concerns about 
monopoly power—​from Fox News to Facebook.

Given that the ongoing crisis is inextricably bound up with how we think 
and talk about journalism, this approach requires a critical analysis of con-
temporary policy discourses. To give one example:  First Amendment 
assumptions that privilege negative-​freedom interpretations (concerns 
about “freedom from” government interference) ultimately protect corpo-
rate power, delegitimate government regulation, and impoverish the US 
regulatory imagination. These factors all contribute to the ongoing policy 
failures in addressing the journalism crisis. Democracy Without Journalism? 
interrogates these often-​invisible discursive parameters within policy 
debates, particularly regarding the legitimacy of government intervention 
into media markets.

Throughout the book, I  examine contemporary discourses about what 
journalism’s public service mission should be in a democratic society—​and 
government’s role in protecting that relationship. I  draw from historical 
materials, policy documents, and industry data to contextualize the jour-
nalism crisis. My analysis also incorporates a decade’s worth of participant 
observations of hearings and meetings about the journalism crisis and nu-
merous conversations with journalists, media analysts, and scholars who are 
actively engaged in the ongoing debate about journalism’s future.

Over the years, many analysts have tried to make sense of journalism’s 
structural transformations by focusing on technological and cultural 
changes among audiences or the practices and routines of journalists them-
selves. Increasingly, scholars and commentators discern new categories of 
newsgathering, with much discussion centering on data journalism, hacker 
journalism, networked journalism, and many other variants. In heralding 
these purportedly new forms of journalism, many optimists assume that 
new technological affordances enable journalists and entrepreneurs to pro-
duce better journalism with less time and money and in ways that are in-
herently participatory and democratic. Yet, it remains doubtful that legacy 
media institutions can innovate themselves out of this crisis, that new digital 
start-​ups can fill the journalism vacuum, or that technology and the market 
will combine to produce sustainable forms of journalism. Many advocates 
still hope that some new profit-​seeking model will emerge triumphant, de-
spite little evidence that digital models have long-​term commercial viability. 
Others feel that we can rely on media billionaires and foundation-​supported 
news institutions with varying motives to support news outlets. None of 
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these models is sufficient. By critically examining how they fall short, this 
book sheds new light on the perilous future of the US press and shows that a 
public media system is journalism’s last, best hope.

Toward this objective, I  underscore the historical and ideological con-
tingency of US press freedoms, the structural contradictions of contempo-
rary news institutions, and potential policy interventions aimed at changing 
these arrangements. I  draw attention to the US media system’s norma-
tive foundations, especially as they are historically situated—​and often 
contested—​within ongoing policy debates.20 This book operates from the as-
sumption that most democratic theories presuppose the existence of healthy 
information and communication systems. Without a viable news media 
system, democracy is reduced to an unattainable ideal.

My theoretical approach to misinformation and the journalism crisis 
falls within the communication research tradition of political economy. 
This subfield focuses on how media institutions are organized, owned, and 
controlled, and how media figure within larger power relationships. For 
example, political economists look at how concentrated markets perpet-
uate power hierarchies and foreclose on media’s democratic potentials. 
In general, this framework scrutinizes how power operates through com-
munication systems, asking questions like: What ideologies are implicitly 
embedded in a media system’s design? Whose interests are being served? 
What is the basis for ownership and control, terms of access, production, 
and dissemination of media? In addressing these structural questions, po-
litical economy traditionally has been committed to anti-​fascism and pro-
gressive social movements.21 With a clear normative vision, it interrogates 
power structures in the hopes of changing them.22 By challenging dom-
inant assumptions and relationships, such an approach ultimately aims 
to not just describe the way things are but to denaturalize and ultimately 
transform the status quo.

Every theoretical framework has strengths and weaknesses that illuminate 
certain aspects of social phenomena while deemphasizing others. A polit-
ical economic analysis is an explicitly structural approach to understanding 
dominant social relationships and institutions. One of its strengths is that 
it facilitates collective action by ascertaining the big picture—​the forest and 
perhaps not as much the trees. In confronting the journalism crisis, this 
framework historicizes our problems with misinformation as the culmina-
tion of explicit policy choices, always subject to political struggle, with open-​
ended possibilities. By framing these challenges as supply-​side problems that 
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all of society must confront—​problems that are contingent, not inevitable, 
and open to human intervention—​this analysis situates journalism as sus-
ceptible to human agency and social change.

In laying out core concerns about journalism and democracy, the book 
moves thematically across several broad areas. Chapter 1 focuses on the histor-
ical and normative roots of US journalism, with an emphasis on the commer-
cial logics that were internalized early in the press system’s formation. Chapter 2 
focuses on the recent history and missed opportunities in contemporary 
debates about the future of news. Chapter 3 looks at the ongoing degradations 
of digital news, with an emphasis on potential alternatives. Chapter 4 examines 
structural threats to journalism, especially the negative impacts that platform 
monopolies such as Facebook have on journalism. Chapter 5 discusses the 
roots of “US media exceptionalism” and discusses public alternatives to com-
mercial news in historical and global contexts. The conclusion returns to the 
big picture and addresses the question: What is to be done?

In addressing these concerns and questions, I make seven basic arguments:

	 1.	 Commercial journalism has always been in crisis.
	 2.	 The nature of this crisis is deeply structural and requires a systemic fix.
	 3.	 The journalism crisis is a threat to democracy.
	 4.	 This threat amounts to a major social problem that requires public 

policy interventions.
	 5.	 These policies should be founded on a social democratic vision 

of media.
	 6.	 The best hope for public service journalism is a public media option.
	 7.	 This crisis is an opportunity; it allows us to reimagine what journalism 

could be.

By focusing on the ongoing structural collapse of commercial journalism, 
this book seeks to contextualize the crisis as symptomatic of long-​term 
historical contradictions baked into the heart of the US commercial news 
media system. In addition to teasing out the various pathologies and social 
implications of this transformation, this book attempts to reframe the debate 
about journalism’s future as a public policy problem. I conclude the book 
with recommendations for systemic reform. In doing so, my hope is to help 
jump-​start a long overdue conversation about the severity of the journalism 
crisis and what we as a society must do about it. It is time to reenvision what 
journalism should be.
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1
Historical Roots of US Press   

Freedoms and Failures

Few freedoms in the United States are as cherished as freedom of the 
press. Sanctified by the First Amendment, press freedoms are inviolable 
in the eyes of most Americans. “Power of the press” narratives loom large 
in the social imaginary, from the muckrakers of yore to the Pentagon pa-
pers of the Nixon era. In recent years, popular films such as Spotlight and 
The Post have further romanticized the image of the dogged reporter dig-
ging for the truth, holding power to account. Our current political mo-
ment has ushered in a new-​found appreciation for journalism among many 
Americans—​though certainly not all. Yet despite the rhetorical power and 
emotional pull of these convictions, most Americans do not spend much 
time thinking about the policies, laws, and institutions that maintain their 
freedom of the press. Nor do they ask the critical question: freedom of the 
press for whom?

The US press system is strikingly different from that in other democra-
cies in one key respect: It is extremely commercialized. Far more reliant on 
advertising revenue than most news industries around the world, US jour-
nalism is subjected to unmitigated commercial pressures. This unfettered 
commercialism has made US journalism exceptional in subtle yet signif-
icant ways.1 Since the 1800s, the US press has simultaneously functioned 
as a business enterprise and a public good. As a commodity, it has been 
pegged to the capitalist market, generating tremendous profits for a rel-
atively small number of owners and investors. As a public service, it has, 
at its best, strengthened democracy. Public service journalism typically 
aspires to inform, enlighten, keep a check on the powerful, and provide 
a forum for diverse views and voices. However, profit motives drive com-
mercial media to entertain, sell advertising, satisfy shareholders, and make 
as much money as possible. These two sides of US journalism within a 
commercial system—​the one, a vital public service; the other, a commodity 
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bought and sold on the market to make profit—​have been in conflict since 
the 1800s.

Ever since the press commercialized, reformers have sought to protect 
journalism’s public service mission from profit imperatives that threaten 
democratic objectives. Many of the ideals and codes of professional jour-
nalism in the United States developed in direct response to these pressures. 
The goal was to buffer newsgathering from the anti-​democratic and corro-
sive effects of commercialism, or, at a minimum, to create a veneer of objec-
tivity and social responsibility. Yet in many ways these journalistic ideals are 
an outgrowth of, rather than protection from, commercial influence. This in-
herent contradiction has prompted radical criticism, reform efforts, and ex-
perimental alternatives from the beginning. For as long as media have been 
commercialized, social critics and media reformers have risen to challenge it.

This chapter looks at how these long-​standing tensions between 
journalism’s profit-​seeking and public-​service objectives help explain the 
contemporary journalism crisis. The collapse of journalism’s business model 
was not simply caused by new digital technologies; rather, this crisis is the 
culmination of long-​term, systemic problems present since commercial 
journalism’s birth. Put differently, commercial journalism has always been 
in crisis. The origins of this crisis trace back to the normative and historical 
foundations of US journalism, which themselves are bound up with the rise 
of classical liberalism.

Democratic Principles of the Press

Many of the democratic principles we associate with the press trace back 
to the emergence of classical liberalism. This ideological formation, 
which celebrates equality, tolerance, and diversity of views,2 emerged in 
seventeenth-​century Britain and France as a response to state tyranny and 
infringements on individual freedoms.3 Classical liberals sought to resist 
censorship, expand freedom of choice, and protect civil liberties under the 
rule of law.4 John Milton’s foundational text, the Areopagitica, inspired the 
classical liberal notion that the best idea naturally rises to the fore when di-
verse views and voices are given their full airing.5 Another seminal work, 
John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty, celebrated such individual liberties as freedom 
of expression and advanced a utilitarian notion that the greatest amount of 
freedom for individuals, barring harm to others, serves the greater good.6 He 
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wrote that “unity of opinion, unless resulting from the fullest and freest com-
parison of opposite opinions, is not desirable, and diversity not an evil, but a 
good.”7 In other words, all voices and views deserve a fair hearing—​not just 
for the sake of free speech and expression, but also to ensure that people have 
access to diverse information. Liberal thinkers drew from formulations such 
as these to uphold an ideal of the press that encouraged diversity of ideas and 
vibrant debate.

These texts prefigured the “marketplace of ideas” motif, which did not 
crystalize until much later. US Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes argued in a famous dissenting opinion in 1919 that the “ultimate 
good desired is better reached by free trade in ideas—​that the best test of 
truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition 
of the market.”8 Subsequently, the “competition of the market” became the 
“marketplace of ideas,” a phrase that connotes an open domain for free-​
flowing information and expression. Few metaphors have held such power in 
describing a democratic ideal.9 Invoking the “market” made the phrase even 
more poignant—​and also problematic. As the historian Sam Lebovic notes, 
there were “deep ironies” in the fact that this concept ascended at the very 
moment that the market was corrupting media institutions to become more 
concentrated, consumer-​based, and commercialized—​and less hospitable 
to a teeming marketplace of diverse voices and views.10 Nonetheless, the 
“Milton-​Holmes” approach to press freedom laid the foundations for what 
became known as the “libertarian theory of the press,” with the “marketplace 
of ideas” serving as its apt slogan.11 Indeed, in key respects, liberal and liber-
tarian press theories are interchangeable, as each focuses on individual free-
doms and a general deference to the market.

Classical liberalism’s contradictions come into focus when we scrutinize 
news media’s underlying—​and often-​unexamined—​normative ideals. For 
example, the “marketplace of ideas” model suggests that the commercial 
media system is a meritocracy in which the best idea wins public approval, 
with the implication that capitalist competition best serves democratic 
communication. Emphasizing fairness and equality of opportunity, this 
metaphor assumes a relatively level playing field that naturally encourages 
egalitarianism. However, liberal constructions, including the very notion of 
“public spheres,” often suffer from blind spots when it comes to structural 
inequities. This is especially true regarding inequalities that emerge from 
the actual capitalist market, which liberalism often treats as a neutral arbiter. 
Liberalism’s inability to effectively address structural exclusions—​such as 
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racism, classism, and sexism—​renders it less compatible with more radical 
conceptions of redistributive justice.12

Liberalism also privileges individuals’ private property rights over the col-
lective needs of society. In media policy, this prioritization has historically 
led to a laissez-​faire arrangement that treats media as private commodities 
whose value is dictated by the market. Such an approach does not privi-
lege diverse voices, representations, and perspectives. Nor does it guarantee 
media access for all communities and social groups. While liberalism/​liber-
tarianism is quick to recognize government censorship as a serious problem 
for a free press, it tends to ignore recurring omissions and constraints caused 
by “market censorship.”13

Liberalism’s abiding faith in the market as the best vehicle for a demo-
cratic media system has spurred radical criticism in the United States since 
the 1800s. Liberal/​libertarian theories of the press, in other words, prima-
rily focus on protecting the press from government intervention rather than 
ensuring that people have access to the press. The imperfect dichotomy of 
positive (freedom to) and negative (freedom from) liberties brings into focus 
how traditional liberals typically worry about protecting individual freedom 
from government tyranny, but often have less to say about enhancing positive 
liberties. The latter might include broadening media ownership, expanding 
the breadth of views and voices represented in news media, and opening 
up access to communication systems and infrastructures to include more 
members of society, especially those groups who are most often marginal-
ized. These tensions between liberal ideals for what the press should do in 
a democratic society and the structural constraints imposed by the market 
have existed since the early republic.

Normative Foundations of the US Press

In foundational narratives of the US press, few individuals figure as prom-
inently as Thomas Jefferson. His well-​known aphorisms about the vital ne-
cessity of newspapers for a self-​governing society comprise a “greatest hits” 
playlist for why democracy depends on a well-​informed populace. In one of 
his most famous statements about the press, Jefferson reasoned:

The basis of our governments being the opinion of the people, the very first 
object should be to keep that right; and were it left to me to decide whether 
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we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a 
government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter. But I should 
mean that every man should receive those papers and be capable of reading 
them. (Emphasis added.)14

The last part of this quote, which emphasizes the need for access to—​and not 
simply the existence of—​the press, is often conveniently forgotten. However, 
Jefferson emphasized the importance of an institutionally supported and 
accessible press because he saw the maintenance of a free and open media 
system as an essential prerequisite for democratic society.15

Other founders of the US republic generally shared Jefferson’s view that 
self-​governance was predicated on society having access to reliable informa-
tion, which in turn was predicated on a vibrant news media system. For ex-
ample, James Madison famously said that “A popular Government, without 
popular information, or the means of acquiring it, is but a Prologue to a 
Farce or a Tragedy; or perhaps both” (emphasis added).16 Both Jefferson and 
Madison emphasized the necessary condition of ensuring access to informa-
tion. Understood in this way, the press provides an essential infrastructure 
for democratic society.

These sentiments are even enshrined in the US Constitution, which 
provides special consideration and inalienable protections to news 
institutions, the only industry to receive such treatment. The First 
Amendment to the Constitution states, “Congress shall make no 
law . . . abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press.” Legal theorists and 
historians have long debated the intended meaning of the “or of the press” 
clause, which seems to distinguish it from “freedom of speech.”17 The leading 
First Amendment scholar, Steven Shiffrin, notes that while the Supreme 
Court has denied that the press clause confers special privileges on the press, 
existing jurisprudence and case law suggests otherwise. Shiffrin points out 
that “the New York Times is not a fertilizer factory” and should not be treated 
as if it were an ordinary business. Moreover, some historical analyses sug-
gest that, by the time the First Amendment was adopted, the founders saw 
the press as an autonomous institution whose need for special protections 
exceeded individual speech freedoms.18

This interpretation again underscores the need for institutional support 
of the press, as well as the importance of public access to it. Key figures of 
the early American Republic, including Benjamin Franklin, suggested that 
individuals should have a positive right to express themselves in the press, 
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that viewpoint diversity and equality in the press were important, and that 
newspapers were communal goods, not simply private property.19 This posi-
tion represents what the historian Robert Martin refers to as the “open press 
doctrine,” which extended well beyond simply preventing state interference 
in news media to consider the press’s obligations to society, such as pro-
viding diverse sources of information.20 When the founders drafted the First 
Amendment, Martin observes, such normative ideals were as much “in the 
air” as were libertarian concerns about governmental overreach.21

The belief that Americans must have access to reliable and diverse 
information—​and that the government had an affirmative duty to help 
provide it—​justified the US government’s investment in the country’s first 
major communications network:  the postal system. In its early days, this 
system served primarily as a news-​delivery infrastructure—​private let-
ters were secondary. As much as 70 percent of mail delivered in the 1790s, 
and 95 percent in the 1830s, consisted of newspapers.22 In the first major 
US media policy debate, the founders of the US government argued deci-
sively that the postal system should not have to pay for itself—​a rejection 
of what the historian Richard John terms a “fiscal rationale.”23 Rather, these 
visionaries privileged the postal system’s educational purpose over eco-
nomic considerations, and thus determined to heavily subsidize it.24 Given 
the postal system’s vital function in society as a core communication infra-
structure, these early political leaders regarded the notion that it should be 
self-​supporting as nonsensical.25

These debates, so timely for today’s discussion about the proper rela-
tionship between media and government, show that the founders were not 
in thrall to market fundamentalism. Because the postal system served a 
higher civic purpose as a news and information infrastructure upon which 
a self-​governing populace depended, policymakers determined that the state 
would directly subsidize the dissemination of newspapers with low postal 
rates. Remarkably, the debate on postal policy ranged between those (such as 
George Washington) who believed postal fees should be entirely waived for 
all news material and those (such as James Madison) who thought the system 
should just be heavily subsidized. The latter position ultimately prevailed and 
was inscribed into law with the Post Office Act of 1792.26 This government-​
funded infrastructure—​including a vast network of postal roads—​would 
quickly expand to become the largest employer in the United States.27 As one 
popular history of the post office described it, the newly created “postal com-
mons” served as the “central nervous system to circulate news throughout 
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the new body politic.”28 This system depended on massive government sub-
sidies worth billions of dollars today.

Despite its long history of investing in communication systems, many as-
sume that the US government has no legitimate role in subsidizing such infra-
structure. In part, this belief stems from the misconception that state tyranny 
is the primary impediment to actualizing democratic ideals rather than the 
private tyranny of concentrated corporate power. In the classical liberal con-
ception of the press, we need only worry about government infringing on 
our First Amendment rights. But as the press became highly commercial-
ized, broader and subtler structural impediments to the free press emerged. 
These constraints continue to haunt US news media today. A longer histor-
ical view helps bring into focus such structural contradictions—​as well as the 
radical criticism that arose to confront them.

The Commercialization of the US Press

The 1800s witnessed a gradual structural transformation of the press as the 
“partisan press” model began to fade. In its place emerged commercial-
ized papers largely dependent on advertising revenue. The press historian 
Gerald Baldasty notes that the profound shift in the underlying logic of news 
production to a profit motive not only altered newspaper content but also 
changed how newspaper publishers and editors saw their own role in society 
and their relationship to readers. Whereas previously they saw their readers 
as essentially voters, by the end of the nineteenth century, they saw them pri-
marily as consumers. This vision of the “commercialized reader” became 
central to news production.29

This shift to an advertising revenue model ultimately shrank the ideolog-
ical range of opinion published in newspapers. The media historian John 
Nerone describes the “depoliticizing effect of commercialism” in both the 
US and British press systems as they became more reliant on advertising.30 
Even though the newly commercialized newspapers depended on a larger 
readership, advertisers had no desire to promote working-​class political and 
economic interests. Instead, as Nerone observes, it “became common for 
mass-​circulation media to simultaneously attract working-​class audiences 
and promote reactionary politics,” via trivial, sensational, and even untrue 
reporting.31 These strategies of attracting audience attention for advertisers 
worked to promote a particular view of society and mobilized audiences 
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according to specific affects and allegiances that often worked against pro-
gressive narratives of working class solidarity, the ravages of capitalism, and 
wealth redistribution. The media scholars James Curran and Jane Seaton 
have noted a similar ideological shift after the British press commercialized. 
Driven by the profit motive and concomitant need to expand and reach larger 
audiences, the market achieved what no government could by ensuring the 
demise of radical newspapers who could not afford the rising costs of pro-
duction.32 Tracing similar ideological policing, C. Edwin Baker argued that 
advertisers provided a “subsidy” for journalism while simultaneously acting 
as the “most consistent and the most pernicious ‘censors’ of media content.”33

These structural changes unfolded differently and unevenly across 
newspapers, but general patterns emerged. While party patronage and 
partisanship did not disappear all at once, a creeping commercial logic 
changed the nature of news in profound ways, replacing party loyalty with 
economic imperatives. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, profit-​
seeking publishers and investors sought to expand their readership to en-
tice advertisers. These efforts led to what we might call “clickbait” today: an 
emphasis on the sensational, the dramatic, and the garish. Newspapers in-
creasingly filled their column inches with various kinds of “lowbrow” en-
tertainment, such as crime stories and pictures of scantily clad women, and 
reporting that tended toward exaggerated and even fabricated accounts—​a 
style that would become known as “yellow journalism.”

By the late 1800s, such commercial excesses had become more pronounced 
as publishers sought ever-​larger readerships that appealed to advertisers. 
Although publishers hoped to generate handsome sums of money, compe-
tition was fierce. One historian of this period has noted that media markets 
were “oversaturated; revenues were down; pay [for journalists] was poor; and 
publishers were locked in circulation battles, working to one-​up one another 
for more subscribers—​even if it meant engaging in some unsavory practices.” 
Under these conditions, reporters internalized publisher’s commercial logic 
and adhered to one rule: “do whatever it takes to get the story—​even if it 
meant making things up.”34

These trends were especially pronounced in some of the country’s most 
successful newspapers. For example, in their 1898 coverage of the USS 
Maine, a US Navy battleship that exploded off the coast of Havana, Cuba, 
killing more than 250 Americans, both Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World 
and William Randolph Hearst New  York Journal immediately attrib-
uted the act to the Spanish and ginned up support for military action with 
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“Remember the Maine” sloganeering. Although their role in instigating the 
Spanish American War is often overblown, newspaper coverage was typically  
reactionary and lurid.35

This style of reportage, however, would begin to backfire. The rise of yellow 
journalism incited public reaction against the news media’s commercial 
excesses. Initially, the greatest outcry came from the elite professional press, 
but growing disgust toward sensationalist papers soon spread among the 
broader public, especially as journalists began to target their own industry 
for malfeasance. Some public libraries and civic associations even threatened 
boycotts against the worst culprits, including the aforementioned New York 
World and New York Journal.36 Against this rising tide of press criticism, the 
newspaper industry began to adopt professional norms to help inoculate the 
press against more structural interventions, especially government regula-
tion. But this process of professionalization would come only after decades of 
pressure from the public and from news workers themselves.

Early Radical Criticism of a Commercialized Press

The first wave of twentieth-​century media criticism reacted against the 
many commercial excesses of advertising-​driven newspapers.37 This criti-
cism came from a number of sources, especially the radical press, which was 
experiencing its high-​water mark of popularity. In 1910, the socialist weekly 
Appeal to Reason enjoyed an astounding readership of 750,000. Combined 
with other smaller outlets, the overall readership of radical newspapers at 
that time was approximately two million people.38 These outlets ruthlessly 
critiqued the commercial press for its profit-​driven venality and for serving 
as a capitalist mouthpiece.

These conflicts at times escaped the printed page. Objectivity in the early 
1900s was still far from a standard journalistic norm, and many commer-
cial newspapers openly espoused strong ideological positions.39 In the 
early 1900s, the Los Angeles Times unremittingly editorialized against labor 
unions, the push for an eight-​hour workday, and the closed shop.40 “This city 
is unique in having driven to bay the snarling pack of union labor wolves 
that have infested many other cities of the land and have snapped their red-​
seeking jaws over the fallen form of industrial freedom,” asserted one edi-
torial.41 The Los Angeles Times publisher, Harrison Gray Otis (referred to as 
“General Otis” due to his military background) saw himself leading an all-​out 
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class war against labor unions. He stockpiled weapons at his printing plant 
and forced his employees—​whom he referred to as his “phalanx”—​to drill 
with rifles. Otis drove around town in a touring car equipped with a brass 
cannon mounted to the front and an ammunition box hinged to the back. 
Class antagonism reached a head in 1910 when the anarchist McNamara 
brothers bombed the Los Angeles Times building, an event that gripped na-
tional attention for years.42

Liberal reformers, meanwhile, challenged the concentrated wealth and 
political corruption associated with commercial newspaper publishing. 
These crusading “muckrakers,” including Ida Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens, and 
Upton Sinclair, famously exposed various forms of predation, fraud, and 
unsafe practices in industry after industry—​including their own.43 Their in-
vestigative reporting led to necessary regulatory reforms in food, drug, meat-
packing, and other sectors, and even helped break up some of the Gilded 
Age’s all-​powerful monopolies, such as Standard Oil. These reporters typ-
ically published long exposés in outlets such as McClure’s Magazine and 
Collier’s Weekly.44

Early twentieth-​century intellectuals also contributed to reformist projects 
and poignant media criticism. The celebrated philosopher John Dewey’s 
classic essay, “Our Unfree Press,” criticized commercialism’s deleterious 
effects on the entire press system, including “upon the judgment of what 
news is, upon the selection and elimination of matter that is published, upon 
the treatment of news in both editorial and news columns.”45 This corrupted 
system, Dewey argued, rendered impossible “genuine intellectual freedom 
and social responsibility.” Yet publishers’ insistence that “government is the 
chief enemy to be dreaded” allowed them to normalize and even romanticize 
their profit motives as the “glory . . . of rugged individualism in a laissez-​faire 
system.” They rationalized that “private profit” was “the best way of rendering 
social and public service.” While this view mistakenly conflated a commer-
cialized media system with core American press freedoms, Dewey noted that 
a different logic might support a “cooperative” system “controlled in the in-
terest of all.” However, publishers’ extreme reactions even to minor suggested 
reforms indicated their steadfast commitment to preserving the commercial 
system, regardless of the damage it might cause to democratic society.46

Dewey’s frequent interlocutor, the famous journalist Walter Lippmann, 
offered some similar press criticisms, albeit likely motivated by the desire 
to prevent more interventionist government regulation.47 Nonetheless, 
he clearly believed that the commercial press was unable to produce the 
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quantity or quality of information that readers required to make sense of 
their complex social world. “Increasingly,” he wrote, people “are baffled 
because the facts are not available; and they are wondering whether gov-
ernment by consent can survive in a time when the manufacture of con-
sent is an unregulated private enterprise” (emphasis added). He concluded 
that the “present crisis of western democracy is a crisis in journalism.”48 
Lippmann attributed this early crisis in journalism to the news media’s in-
creasingly commercial nature and believed that professional norms for ac-
curacy were necessary but insufficient to address the scale of the problem. 
Reforming the press would, in Lippmann’s view, require constant public 
pressure.

Upton Sinclair’s 1919 muckraking book The Brass Check shared some 
of these concerns while leveling a more radical critique.49 Named after the 
token that brothel customers purchased for sexual services, Sinclair’s book 
argued that the commercial press debased everyone involved. Citing nu-
merous examples of political bias—​especially against socialist causes—​
Sinclair saw commercial journalism’s structural flaws in terms of class 
conflict, with capitalist values pervading all aspects of news production 
throughout the entire press system. “In every newspaper-​office in America,” 
he wrote, exists “the same struggle between the business-​office and the news-​
department.”50 According to Sinclair, a capitalist press was simply incompat-
ible with democratic principles. He believed the entire institution should be 
de-​commercialized and democratized, with ownership residing at the local 
community level.

Other radical critics worried about the rise of one-​newspaper towns.51 
Oswald Garrison Villard, the publisher of the Nation and future author of 
the book The Disappearing Daily, wrote in the Atlantic Monthly: “If no good 
American can read of cities having only one newspaper without concern, 
it does not add any comfort to know that it would take millions to found a 
new paper . . . in our largest cities.”52 While it seemed that press freedoms 
increasingly were reserved only for those wealthy enough to own a news-
paper, many other critics focused on advertising’s pernicious effects on the 
press. Hamilton Holt, managing editor of the Independent and long-​time ad-
vocate for press reform, argued that, thanks to advertising, “journalism is no 
longer a profession, but a commercial enterprise.”53 Similarly, Will Irwin, an 
author and muckraking journalist, condemned “The direct control of the ad-
vertiser,” arguing that “commercial publishers of million dollar newspapers 
must recognize this influence whether they like it or not.”54 Writing in the 
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1930s, James Rorty called advertising’s ideological power—​and the title of  
his well-​known book—​“Our Master’s Voice.”55

This radical media criticism continued through the Great Depression and 
President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal.56 Harold Ickes, Roosevelt’s first 
secretary of the interior, continued the structural critique that journalism’s 
problems stemmed from the commercial press’s profit imperatives and 
class allegiances. In his book America’s House of Lords, he argued that the 
publishers who “belong to the moneyed class and whose primary objective 
is to make profits” could never provide the journalism that democratic so-
ciety needs.57

Few media critics from this period loom as large as George Seldes, a pred-
ecessor to the legendary muckraking journalist I.F. Stone. Seldes wrote two 
books highly critical of the newspaper business, Freedom of the Press and 
Lords of the Press.58 He also launched the weekly In Fact in 1940, which was 
subtitled with the tag line: “An Antidote to Falsehoods in the Daily Press.” 
The four-​page muckraking newsletter, devoted to press criticism and inves-
tigative reporting, exposed the growing influence of corporate power in US 
society, including its ownership of much of the US news media system. Both 
publicly and in private letters, Seldes acknowledged that he launched In Fact 
to provide a truthful alternative to the “commercial press.” In a letter to his 
readers announcing that he would be suspending the journal, he noted: “We 
were the only publication in the country devoted to printing the important 
news the commercial press suppressed, distorted, faked or buried. We were 
the only publication in the country exposing reaction—​which is the step be-
fore fascism.”59 Although his newsletter’s circulation peaked at one hundred 
and seventy-​six thousand subscribers in 1947, Seldes’s outspoken opposition 
to corporate power left him exposed to attacks by anti-​Communists in the 
late 1940s. When subscriptions plummeted, he was forced to close his paper 
in 1950.60

Several years later, I.F. Stone, who credited Seldes as the “father of the al-
ternative press,” picked up where he left off with his own news weekly. In 
describing his and Seldes’s tradition of adversarial journalism, Stone was ad-
amant that it was “very much in the best American tradition” because “jour-
nalism is not a business . . . just a way of making money . . . it’s a major part 
of a free society  .  .  .  [just as] Jefferson intended it to be.”61 Stone passion-
ately believed that the press should never be reduced to a mere commodity or 
solely a for-​profit enterprise.
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For both Seldes and Stone, the rise of media monopolies posed one of the 
greatest threats to freedom of the press in the United States. Since the early 
1900s, newspaper chains had exploited economies of scale and cut costs 
by centralizing editorial authority, consolidating various administrative 
functions, and relying on syndicated content. Edward Scripps, who already 
by 1914 owned twenty-​three papers with their own news service, mastered 
this business formula through vertical integration, low-​cost production, 
and market segmentation.62 By the middle of the twentieth century, media 
monopolies had eliminated competition in many cities, leading to fewer 
total newspapers and less local reporting. This, in turn, left fewer voices and 
viewpoints in circulation, all while amplifying powerful economic and po-
litical interests.63 Even worse, as the press transformed into a big business, 
commercial pressures magnified into what one critic called a “brutal mo-
nopoly” that served the interests of the “fascist fringe,” including the media 
mogul William Randolph Hearst.64 In this context, activists and reformers of 
all stripes proposed structural alternatives.

Alternative Models to the Commercial Press

During the first half of the twentieth century, public disdain toward the 
commercial press created fertile ground for experiments with alternative 
models.65 In addition to alternative weeklies pioneered by the likes of Seldes 
and Stone, other reformers experimented with advertising-​free dailies. Two 
ad-​less, subscriber-​supported newspapers merit particular note, one each in 
the Progressive and New Deal eras. Chicago’s the Day Book, founded by the 
publisher Scripps in 1911, focused on working class issues and was launched 
as a direct response to the over-​commercialization of newspapers and a per-
ceived lack of independence. New York’s PM, founded by the journalist Ralph 
Ingersoll in 1940, was closely aligned with President Franklin Roosevelt’s 
New Deal project and was a steadfast champion of the labor movement.66

Despite promising beginnings, these pioneering newspapers ultimately 
folded for want of adequate funding. In the case of the Day Book, which 
lasted six years, a sudden increase in the cost of paper accelerated the col-
lapse of what was potentially a sustainable model. The PM, which closed after 
eight years of publication, suffered from some mismanagement, but also ex-
perienced similar red-​baiting and political shifts that undermined radical 
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journalists such as Seldes. Although they ultimately failed, both publications 
maintained enthusiastic audiences until their end.

Municipal-owned newspapers offered another alternative in the 
Progressive Era. The Los Angeles Municipal News launched in April 1912 fol-
lowing a December 1911 majority vote on a city ordinance to establish the 
paper.67 Early on, George Dunlop, the newspaper’s original architect and one 
of its three commissioners/​publishers, posed the rhetorical question: “can 
commercial journalism make good, or must we look for the public news-
paper?”68 He believed public newspapers offered the best hope for democ-
racy, and he helped set up the model in direct opposition to the commercial 
press. The municipal newspaper experiment reflected the growing con-
viction that a commercial model of the press could never rise above profit 
pressures and status quo allegiances to serve democratic imperatives.

Widely seen as a local protest against the excesses of sensationalism and 
yellow journalism, the Los Angeles Municipal News enjoyed much commu-
nity support and initially seemed successful.69 The paper’s distribution of 
sixty thousand copies was financed by the city and governed by a municipal 
newspaper commission, the latter comprised of three citizen volunteers ap-
pointed by the mayor to four-​year terms. The newspaper guaranteed an equal 
amount of weekly column space to any political party that received a certain 
percentage of the vote, including the Democratic, Republican, Socialist, and 
Socialist Labor parties. Newspaper carriers delivered the eight-​to-​twelve-​
page paper free of charge to residences, or people could subscribe to it via 
mail for one penny.70 The inaugural editorial of this “people’s newspaper” 
stated that it was “the first municipal newspaper in the world . . . owned by 
the people of the community in which it is printed.” It described its mission 
as being “created by the people, for the people, and built for them under their 
control. It is in this sense unique.”71 The newspaper’s masthead declared 
simply and boldly: “a newspaper owned by the people.”

The Los Angeles Municipal News focused on hard news, including gov-
ernment operations, the proceedings of various agencies, and public 
school events. However, it also reported on popular culture, including 
women’s fashion and music. Its editorials typically focused on city govern-
ment problems and citizen responsibilities. The paper included equal treat-
ment of arguments for or against specific city ordinances being proposed to 
voters. While it did accept local commercial advertisements, it also offered 
free classified advertisements to individuals for jobs and other important 
information.
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This model’s supporters argued that all major cities should have publicly 
owned daily newspapers to compete with the commercial press. Reformers 
across the country watched the Los Angeles experiment closely. One 
article noted:

In view of the growing realization on the part of the public that the com-
mercialization of the great daily newspapers of the country presents one of 
the most serious problems connected with the movement toward democ-
racy, the career of this newspaper owned by the taxpayers will be watched 
with interest everywhere.72

But despite widespread enthusiasm, the experiment was short-​lived. Feeling 
threatened by the Los Angeles Municipal News, the commercial newspapers 
in Los Angeles, including the Los Angeles Times, banded together to oppose 
the initiative. When public funding for the newspaper appeared on the ballot 
again in 1913, it was voted down in an election with very low turnout. Many 
supporters believed the paper fell victim to a misinformation campaign fu-
eled by the ideological opposition of the commercial publishers. In addition 
to voter apathy and other problems that beset newspaper delivery early on, 
the editor blamed an “antagonism, carefully and consistently fostered by the 
private press and its representatives,” that impeded progress and discouraged 
erstwhile supporters.73

Toward the end of its final run, the paper announced on the top of its 
front page in big capital letters “THE MUNICIPAL NEWSPAPER IDEA 
CANNOT BE KILLED.” Although the paper conceded that the “first munic-
ipal newspaper passes into history,” it was undeterred in promoting the idea 
that citizens needed access to a newspaper that was not simply the “private 
property of some millionaire,” but offered a “service . . . for all and not for a 
few.”74 The editor urged other cities to not be dissuaded from launching sim-
ilar newspapers that informed people about city government and the policy 
positions held by a wide range of political parties. One nonpartisan—​though 
sympathetic—​post mortem described the paper as a “successful experi-
ment” brought down by “active determined opposition” from the city’s local 
capitalists, demonstrating the need for more such newspapers to fight polit-
ical corruption and expand “civic service” and “impartial information” sim-
ilar to that of schools and libraries.75 Voted into existence by residents and 
supported by local taxes, the municipal paper stands testament to a largely 
forgotten alternative to the commercial newspaper.76
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One of the most profound structural challenges to the commercial jour-
nalism model came from journalists themselves when they unionized. 
Founded in 1933, the Newspaper Guild fueled its campaigns to reform 
the newspaper industry with a radical critique of the commercial media 
system.77 Under the leadership of the journalist and editor Heywood Broun, 
news workers organized themselves to challenge the industry’s commer-
cial logic, especially around issues of ownership and control. The guild’s 
objectives ranged from calls for increased wages for news workers to more 
radical proposals for newspapers to be owned and controlled by journalists 
themselves. Guild members disseminated their arguments and positions—​
steeped in class conflict—​via their newspaper the Guild Reporter. Their ac-
tivism quickly grew militant, including a two-​year strike against William 
Randolph Hearst-​owned papers in Chicago.78

Beyond fighting for better work conditions, the guild saw itself as directly 
confronting the fundamental commercial logic driving newspapers. Ben 
Scott, a leading historian of the guild, has noted that its members “explic-
itly understood their efforts as rooted in core principles of the public’s First 
Amendment rights.” They saw themselves as part of something much bigger, 
a social democratic project then sweeping the country. “This was not a side 
road adjacent to the main currents of political and economic history during 
the 1930s,” Scott argues. “The Guild was in the midst of the industrial union 
movement, wrapped up in the biggest New Deal reforms, and grappling with 
a powerful, rising force in American political economy.”79 By establishing 
strict autonomy from newspaper publishers and external political and ec-
onomic pressures, the guild attempted to create a truly democratic institu-
tion, embracing professional norms that embodied a more radical notion of 
journalism’s role within a society. Its ultimate goal was nothing less than to 
redefine American notions of freedom of the press.

A rapid and successful unionization drive indicated that this project 
deeply resonated with working journalists. The guild aligned itself with the 
feisty leftist Congress of Industrial Organizations and quickly began set-
ting up chapters across the country. In the span of just five years, the union 
had forty-​seven signed contracts and nearly seventeen thousand members 
from three hundred papers.80 By the end of the 1930s, over half of all 
working journalists belonged to the guild, with even higher membership 
percentages at the big metro dailies.81 These union members played a key 
role in expanding craft unions while bolstering class-​consciousness among 
all media workers.82
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The Newspaper Guild, like many other leftist organizations, came under 
intense political pressure in the late 1940s. Years of red-​baiting made the 
union’s membership skittish, and communists were purged from its ranks. 
One leading press historian argues that red-​baiting within the guild had a 
far-​reaching effect, even defining “journalistic objectivity and the media’s 
obligation to the public in nationalist, anti-​radical terms.”83 Nonetheless, the 
movement still had some fight left in it, even as the guild became more ac-
commodating of the commercial order. In the mid-​to-​late 1940s, the guild 
continued to inject radical media criticism into the nation’s political dis-
course as a growing reform coalition advanced major regulatory and legal 
challenges to the commercial press.

The Crystallization of Modern US Journalism

Many contemporary ideological assumptions about the nature of the press 
in the United States crystallized through a cluster of policy battles in the 
1940s. This moment was a critical juncture when social movements, media 
institutions, and regulators struggled over defining news media’s role in de-
mocracy. The statements and actions of government regulators, media critics, 
and labor unions attest to a society-​wide debate about the nature of the press, 
calling into question the presumed natural, laissez-​faire arrangement be-
tween the US government and the press that remains intact to this day.84

While the Newspaper Guild and other radical activists challenged 
newspapers over fundamental questions of ownership and control from 
below, New Deal liberals hatched plans to rein in the industry from above, 
at the policy level. These actions began in the late 1930s and carried on into 
the late 1940s. In 1938, President Roosevelt made the unusual move of is-
suing a five-​page letter to the St. Louis Dispatch that questioned whether a 
profit-​driven model was compatible with freedom of the press. He called for 
a more progressive vision for media, articulating Americans’ freedom to ac-
cess quality news.85 That same year, the Department of Justice (DOJ) quietly 
began collecting information on print media concentration for a secret re-
port focused on “restraints of trade in the newspaper industry.”86

The report noted that the news industry “was ripe for a thorough govern-
mental investigation and possible intervention.” Because the news industry 
is already “under general suspicion by the public,” the report argued, if they 
were to further expose its “notorious” monopolistic infractions, “their mere 
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recitation should forever lay low the shibboleth of ‘freedom of the press.’ ” 
Stating that the newspaper industry had become a “big business” that 
suppressed competition, the report observed that only the extremely wealthy 
could afford to establish and maintain a new paper (in fact, by the 1940s 
no one had launched a new profitable US daily newspaper in decades).87 It 
found that newspaper publishers were only “concerned with making money” 
and their coverage was deeply prejudiced against labor protections and other 
New Deal initiatives. Describing a “pervasive system of censorship” by a 
small number of companies that monopolized much of the newspaper in-
dustry, the report concluded that without immediate government interven-
tion, the newspaper industry would also “own and control most of the radio 
stations in the country.”88

Several years later, the DOJ targeted the newspaper industry under the 
Sherman Antitrust Act and sued the Associated Press (AP), accusing it of 
hindering trade by refusing wire services to the liberal Chicago Sun while 
maintaining an exclusive market contract with the conservative Chicago 
Tribune, owned by the far-​right publisher Colonel Robert McCormick. The 
1943 court case became a confrontation between a more expansive, “posi-
tive” concept of press freedom that emphasized citizens’ rights to access di-
verse opinions and sources of news, and a libertarian “negative” argument 
that the press’s First Amendment rights exempted the newspaper industry 
from antitrust interventions. A  lively national debate ensued among op-
posing intellectual camps, but the positive view ultimately prevailed in a fed-
eral district court’s split decision.

Judge Learned Hand argued that the democratic imperatives of the press 
not only superseded newspapers’ economic interests but also fell under the 
protection of the First Amendment because “that industry serves one of the 
most vital of all general interests.”89 Namely, Hand reasoned, the press should 
be dedicated to disseminating information “from as many different sources, 
and with as many different facets and colors as is possible.” The Chicago Sun’s 
rights to the wire fell under First Amendment protections because the “right 
conclusions are more likely to be gathered out of a multitude of tongues, 
than through any kind of authoritative process.” Judge Hand famously con-
cluded: “To many this is, and always will be, folly; but we have staked upon it 
our all.”

The AP lost again two years later in its appeal to the Supreme Court. Justice 
Hugo Black upheld strong positive freedoms in the majority’s opinion, stating 
that the First Amendment assumes that “the widest possible dissemination of 
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information from diverse and antagonistic sources is essential to the welfare 
of the public.” Because “a free press is a condition of free society,” he wrote, 
“freedom to publish means freedom for all and not for some.” Delineating a 
progressive role for government, the decision clearly articulated the neces-
sity of state-​guaranteed public interest protections:  “Freedom of the press 
from governmental interference under the First Amendment does not sanc-
tion repression of that freedom by private interests.” Nothing in the First 
Amendment prevented the government from maintaining the conditions 
necessary for a healthy press system. “It would be strange indeed,” Justice 
Black wrote, “if the grave concern for freedom of the press which prompted 
adoption of the First Amendment should be read as a command that the gov-
ernment was without power to protect that freedom.”90 In his concurring 
opinion, Justice Frankfurter went even further to underscore that journalism 
was not a commodity “like peanuts or potatoes” that is valued by “having 
merely a commercial aspect.” Rather, the press is an essential public service 
that is “indispensable to the workings of our democratic society,” and there-
fore deserving of special “considerations.”91

These opinions affirmed three key points. First, when democratic 
imperatives were at stake, media institutions were fair game for govern-
ment intervention and could not hide behind the First Amendment. Second, 
the press’s commercial concerns were not as important as its democratic 
obligations to the public. And third, the press was invested with special 
public-​service attributes; it was not a mere commodity and therefore should 
not be treated as one under the law. Ultimately, the public’s positive rights to a 
diverse media system are more precious than publishers’ negative individual 
rights shielding them from government regulation.

The legislative branch, too, turned its regulatory eye to the newspaper in-
dustry in the mid-​1940s. Congressional critics began probing newspapers’ 
monopolistic practices and issuing reports that focused on media consol-
idation, the prohibitive costs of starting up a new newspaper, the loss of 
competition and localism, and the effects that these developments had on 
democracy. Concerns about the rise of one-​newspaper towns led to a major 
congressional study in the mid-​1940s titled, “Survival of a Free Competitive 
Press: The Small Newspaper, Democracy’s Grass Roots.” Democratic Senator 
James Murray released the seventy-​one-​page report and called for more fed-
eral oversight of the newspaper industry, including congressional hearings 
on how newspaper ownership concentration was hurting small publishers. 
Murray’s committee saw democracy itself at risk: Given that the “future of 
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the small press business is linked with the future of . . . political democracy” 
and that the “traditionally valued American system of small competing press 
units is now in such serious jeopardy,” the situation “warrant[ed] the imme-
diate attention of Congress.”92

Congressional Democrats had planned on more hearings about possible 
government intervention into the media landscape, but these plans were 
jettisoned after Democrats lost the House to a Republican wave in the 1946 
midterm elections. The Republican-​controlled congress shifted attention 
away from the threat of media monopolies to focus on newsprint shortages, 
and Murray’s report soon fell into obscurity.93 Nonetheless, while the con-
gressional investigation into the disappearance of small newspapers did not 
amount to a serious policy intervention, this regulatory activism and key 
court decisions alerted the commercial press that it needed to either self-​
reform or risk losing its privileged autonomy from public oversight. Media 
owners could no longer simply hide behind the First Amendment.

The Rise of Professionalism

The professionalism of news work in the early twentieth century largely 
arose in response to growing public criticism. Newspaper publishers and 
editors were concerned that untrustworthy journalism, sensationalism, and 
an overall lack of legitimacy would ultimately diminish their commercial 
prospects. In an effort to repair their damaged credibility, they embraced the 
trappings of balance and objectivity. A hallmark of this professionalism was 
to provide fact-​based, dispassionate news that was ostensibly neutral and 
unbiased in its coverage. Journalists could achieve this kind of reportage by 
relying heavily on official sources without taking a strong position on polit-
ical issues—​or by avoiding controversial issues altogether.

Papers also began imposing a strict boundary between the news and 
business sides of their operations. This firewall between “church and state” 
would presumably shield journalism from commercial pressures. Although 
always a porous barrier, journalists came to see this protocol as one of their 
most sacred tenets. Losing this “Chinese Wall,” it was widely believed, 
would threaten their credibility and independence. According to legend, the 
Chicago Tribune Tower even maintained separate elevators for business and 
editorial staff to prevent undue communication between the two types of 
personnel.94
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These norms and ethical codes helped stabilize a newspaper market 
undergoing systemic change at the turn of the twentieth century. They also 
became the founding doctrine taught in the major journalism schools that 
were all being established at this time—​themselves another avenue to profes-
sionalizing journalism. Toward the end of his life, Joseph Pulitzer endowed 
Columbia University with funding for a journalism school specifically 
to train reporters to cultivate an “anti-​commercial” attitude.95 Publishers 
like Pulitzer seemed to acknowledge that they would need to contain—​or 
at least camouflage—​their commercial imperatives if they wished to retain 
legitimacy, stave off government intervention, and continue to reap com-
mercial rewards. As the twentieth century progressed, the US press system 
transitioned from the excesses of yellow journalism into a more respectable 
news organ.

The journalistic norm of objectivity became a cornerstone of this pro-
fessionalization project. Dominant interpretations of this phenomenon 
often describe it as a cultural shift that reflected a broader democratization 
of US society and changing attitudes among journalists about their so-
cial standing.96 However, a growing number of revisionist historians have 
underscored the economic origins of the objectivity norm. Drawing from 
a more political economic approach, their interpretation does not see the 
development of modern journalism as reflecting an increasingly enlight-
ened mainstream culture. Instead, these scholars argue that professional 
codes ultimately aimed to satisfy advertisers’ and newspaper publishers’ 
commercial imperatives.97 The consensus history, in contrast, tends to nat-
uralize processes of commercialization while downplaying conflict around 
journalism’s normative role. Such a whiggish narrative of cultural progres-
sion in US journalism history risks erasing age-​old public debates and on-
going reform efforts over the commercial press system’s fundamental design 
and democratic role.

Without this context of earlier conflict between competing visions of jour-
nalism, we are less likely to understand today’s journalism crisis as a culmi-
nation of long historical processes and endemic tensions in the commercial 
press. Moreover, the professionalization process did not come to full frui-
tion until after World War II. The period leading up to what Nerone calls 
the “High Modern Moment” has been described as a transitional phase of 
“proto-​professionalization” during which journalists gradually took on a 
tone of objective authority.98 This professionalization project was primarily 
an attempt to negotiate key tensions arising from commercial pressures. It 
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served as a form of soft self-​regulation by which journalists can exert subtle 
but significant agency over their reporting. Curran describes this system as “a 
great media experiment” in which commercial journalism tries to negate the 
market’s adverse effects by developing “a tradition of professionalism among 
journalists” who endeavor to be “accurate, impartial, and informative.”99 To 
the extent that this experiment has succeeded, it serves as a reminder that 
commercial news institutions are indeed capable of producing high-​quality 
journalism. But throughout its history, too often we see the telltale signs of a 
failed commercial experiment in which negative externalities far outweigh 
positive ones.

Concerns about these structural failures had begun to materialize in the 
1940s. Toward the end of WWII, magazine publisher Henry Luce sponsored a 
commission tasked with defining the proper role of media in a democracy.100 
Formally known as the Commission on Freedom of the Press, the Hutchins 
Commission (named after its chair, University of Chicago president Robert 
Hutchins) helped establish the ethical foundations for the modern US press 
system.101 Its members focused on two implicit questions: What is the role 
of media in a democratic society, and how should that role be ensured? They 
grappled with these questions over numerous meetings and consultations 
with a wide range of experts, ultimately producing six book-​length studies 
on the US media system.

Early in its deliberations, the renowned legal theorist Zechariah Chafee 
described one of the commission’s central tasks as deciding “whether the 
giants should be slain or persuaded to be good.”102 The implication was that 
the “giants” (large media institutions) could be dismantled if they failed to 
adhere to basic ethical guidelines. But the newspaper industry fiercely op-
posed even light oversight, arguing that regulation was antithetical to US 
press freedoms. Struggling to agree on the meaning of press freedom, after 
a long debate the commissioners concluded that news media institutions 
should practice social responsibility but remain self-​regulated with the  
government intervening only sparingly and in very limited ways.

However, archival evidence from unpublished reports and transcripts 
suggests a less well-​known story. At various points in their deliberations, 
the commissioners considered a number of more radical alternatives before 
ultimately jettisoning them. They discussed structural reforms such as sub-
sidizing news institutions in one-​newspaper communities, launching local 
citizen newspaper councils, and treating the press as a utility or common 
carrier that guaranteed access to critical information. The commissioners 
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declared that the news should not be left solely in the hands of private 
companies and discussed how a federal agency modeled after the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) could regulate newspaper content. 
They also proposed breaking up newspaper chains and preventing new ones 
from forming. Archibald MacLeish, the most radical voice on the com-
mission and the primary author of their main report, argued forcibly for a 
democratized news media system that guaranteed public access—​otherwise, 
he argued, the very principle of freedom of the press was farcical.

Out of fear of sounding like socialists, however, the Hutchins Commission 
gradually fell back on calls for self-​regulation, while leaving the door open 
for such government interventions as antitrust proceedings. It also called for 
such uncontroversial measures as requiring the press to cover important is-
sues of the day. In the viciously anti-​Communist climate of the late 1940s, the 
established press rejected even these fairly innocuous calls for reform as rad-
ical. Ironically, the norm-​setting codes of professionalization that the land-
mark commission established helped shield the industry from subsequent 
reform. The commission ultimately elevated an intellectual rationale for 
self-​regulation based on a libertarian understanding of the First Amendment 
that placed the press’s freedom from government interference above citizens’ 
rights to a democratic press—​an interpretation that the Supreme Court had 
only recently dismissed.

In 1956, the foundational book Four Theories of the Press codified these 
media ethics as the “social responsibility” model.103 Drawing some of its 
core precepts from the Hutchins Commission, this book became required 
reading in many US journalism schools for generations of students, 
shaping their thinking about the roles and responsibilities of the press.104 
The book discussed four press models—​authoritarian, Soviet, libertarian, 
and social responsibility—​with the latter held up as the gold standard for 
ethical journalism. In many ways, however, “social responsibility” was 
merely a rebranding of the libertarian model. The newspaper economist 
Robert Picard has argued that an overlooked fifth model would be a “dem-
ocratic socialist” model like that practiced in the Nordic countries.105 
This model, similar to a “social democratic” approach to journalism, 
legitimates a proactive role for the state in guaranteeing public service 
journalism.106 In the 1950s, though, the social democratic approach was 
clearly off the table. The US media industry was spared significant struc-
tural reform—​only to erupt in crisis once again in the early decades of the 
twenty-​first century.
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Despite a growing grassroots press reform movement and challenges from 
all three branches of government, an industry-​friendly version of “freedom of 
the press” emerged triumphant at a historical juncture in the 1940s. Notions 
of journalistic professionalism legitimated this project, seeking to stave off 
regulatory intervention, appease the public, and ensure significant profits 
for media owners. This lightly regulated commercial model that the United 
States pursued has remained the dominant paradigm for US news media for 
the past six decades. However, significant exceptions have emerged—​such as 
the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967, which I turn to in chapter 5. Moreover, 
the long tradition of government support for news media—​for instance, 
postal subsidies—​suggest that this was not a foreordained outcome. Key 
court decisions in the 1940s planted seeds for an alternative vision of the First 
Amendment, one that protected positive rights of access to a diverse news 
media system. Even the Hutchins Commission’s watered-​down proposals 
contained potential avenues for a more robust freedom of the press, leaving 
the door open to state intervention if the commercial press were to fail in its 
responsibilities.

Nonetheless, the corporate libertarian arrangement that emerged from 
the 1940s continues to frame many of our conversations and assumptions 
surrounding today’s journalism crisis. This is especially true of the no-
tion that government should maintain a laissez-​faire position toward 
media institutions—​even if this notion contradicts the history of the 
government’s involvement with the press. And while this dominant model 
would become normalized and take on an air of inevitability, the com-
mercial nature of the press has continued to galvanize criticism in our 
modern era.

Modern Media Criticism

The heavily commercialized media system that we largely take for granted 
today was possible only because earlier reform movements to democratize 
the media failed. A social democratic vision of the media collapsed in the face 
of red-​baiting and market fundamentalism, and few structural challenges 
to the dominant model have emerged since the 1940s. Nonetheless, jour-
nalistic professionalism and the embrace of “social responsibility” did not 
simply mollify critics, despite a widely held belief that the postwar period 
was a “golden age” for investigative journalism. Many structural problems in 
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the commercial press continued, and even a casual glance at public criticism 
suggests that these flaws did not go unnoticed.

Moreover, academic studies from recent decades empirically substantiate 
many radical critiques from this earlier period. Taken together, these studies 
present accumulating evidence that commercial values shape media content 
over time in predictable patterns according to constraints and tensions as-
sociated with market-​driven news values. While social science analyses of 
media are generally hesitant to ascribe strong media effects or suggest funda-
mental flaws in the underlying economic system—​often reflecting a similar 
commitment to “objectivity” and the status quo as professional journalism—​
even mainstream scholarship has empirically borne out many of the radical 
claims of the Progressive and New Deal era media critiques.

For example, much scholarship confirms that one of the most pronounced 
weaknesses in the US news media system is an over-​reliance on official 
sources.107 The fear of appearing controversial and jeopardizing access to 
elite sources often leads journalists to reproduce official accounts. This ten-
dency was cast into stark relief in news coverage during the build-​up to the 
Iraq War in 2003. When asked at a Harvard forum about press performance 
from this time—​what is seen now as a major press failure—​the famous news 
anchor Dan Rather conceded that “more questions should have been asked.” 
But then he said: “Look, when a president of the United States, any president, 
Republican or Democrat, says these are the facts, there is heavy prejudice, 
including my own, to give him the benefit of any doubt, and for that I do not 
apologize.”108 While this arrangement has come under considerable strain 
during the Trump era, journalists have often been overly credulous toward 
elite accounts, creating a media environment through which misleading 
information is easily amplified. Content analyses bear this out by showing 
how US news media echo presidential rhetoric that is strategically crafted 
to discourage public debate.109 Given the tendency of the US news media to 
report official messages almost verbatim (even when they are criticizing of-
ficial claims, such as those made by President Trump), this style of reporting 
easily propagates misinformation about a wide range of crucially important 
issues—​from the case for war to the causes of climate change.

Other research suggests that the press implicitly indexes its coverage to the 
parameters of elite opinion.110 According to this “index model,” if consensus 
exists among elites, regardless of grassroots opposition to the status quo, little 
dissent may enter into mainstream news discourse. To make sense of why 
mainstream journalism failed to ask tough questions in the run up to the Iraq 



36  Democracy Without Journalism?

War, Washington Post columnist David Ignatius explained, “journalists were 
victims of their own professionalism. Because there was little criticism of 
the war from prominent Democrats and foreign policy analysts, journalistic 
rules meant we shouldn’t create a debate on our own.”111 Despite opposition 
voiced by numerous international experts, more than a hundred members 
of Congress, and millions of protestors around the world who took to the 
streets to challenge the case for the Iraq War, major news media uncritically 
accepted and repeated official rationales in stenographic fashion. Journalism 
professor Jeff Cohen, the former senior producer of MSNBC’s Phil Donahue 
show, offers a stark example of media’s profound bias against anti-​war voices. 
He carefully documented his firsthand account of how MSNBC instructed 
him and his colleagues that, for every anti-​war guest they had on the show, 
they had to balance that person with two pro-​war guests. MSNBC eventually 
fired Donahue for his anti-​war views.112

While blatant cases of overt corporate censorship are rare, more subtle 
effects of commercialism on news coverage are often discernible.113 For ex-
ample, commercial imperatives may skew news discourse through “news 
framing,” namely “persistent selection, emphasis, and exclusion.”114 Political 
communication scholar Robert Entman suggests that “frames have at least 
four places in the communication process: the communicator, the text, the 
receiver, and the culture,” which work together to select aspects of a per-
ceived reality and make them more salient to promoting a particular moral 
evaluation.115 This framework provides a template for assembling facts, 
quotations, and other story elements in a news article, encouraging specific 
types of narration and orienting audiences toward particular interpretations 
of the news.116 These framing studies help bring into focus the varied ways 
that media maintain official narratives. One study recasts the traditional 
“watchdog” role of the press as a “guard dog” that protects the legitimacy of 
status quo power structures from dissent.117 Similar research suggests that 
the press tacitly “manages” who gets to speak in news stories and what is-
sues are covered.118 Media sociologist Todd Gitlin argues that commercial 
media do not actually manufacture the status quo, but rather reproduce and 
relay elite ideology and—​to a much lesser extent—​messages from dissident 
interest groups and social movements.119

Other critics level a more structural critique by focusing on commercial 
restraints within the press system. In their view, recurring omissions in media 
coverage point to endemic flaws, ranging from corporate media ownership 
to extreme commercial pressures on news production. Most of this criticism 
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looks beyond individual reporters and seeks to explain the patterns of disin-
formation and misinformation in the news by examining the larger power 
relations within which the news industry is embedded. Understood this way, 
controversial reporting that alienates elites and scares away advertisers is an-
tithetical to advancing profit goals.

Encapsulating many of these themes, Ed Herman and Noam Chomsky’s 
famous “Propaganda Model” provides a conceptual framework—​of what 
they refer to as a “guided market system”—​for understanding how news cov-
erage selectively filters out some bodies of evidence while privileging others. 
Their model suggests that framing patterns, journalistic routines, and news 
values can be attributed to five filters present in commercial media: corporate 
ownership; advertising; reliance on official sources; flak from interest groups 
(predominantly right-​wing); and anti-​communism (anti-​terrorism in more 
recent formulations), or anti-​ whomever or whatever the official enemy is at 
a particular historical moment. These filters combine to create specific, and 
largely predictable, patterns in press coverage that link up with other trends 
noted by scholars, from the rise of journalistic professionalization to news 
norms guided by the sole criterion of shareholders’ profits.120

Left-​of-​center critics have raised thoughtful and nuanced criticism of the 
propaganda model over the years. Herman addressed some of this criticism 
directly in a classic essay published in the Monthly Review. In critiquing pro-
fessional news norms, he points to commercial constraints:

Professionalism and objectivity rules are fuzzy, flexible, and superficial 
manifestations of deeper power and control relationships. Professionalism 
arose in journalism in the years when the newspaper business was becoming 
less competitive and more dependent on advertising. Professionalism was 
not an antagonistic movement by the workers against the press owners, 
but was actively encouraged by many of the latter. It gave a badge of legit-
imacy to journalism, ostensibly assuring readers that the news would not 
be influenced by the biases of owners, advertisers, or the journalists them-
selves. In certain circumstances it has provided a degree of autonomy, but 
professionalism has also internalized some of the commercial values that 
media owners hold most dear, like relying on inexpensive official sources as 
the credible news source.121

These critical frameworks all have strengths and weaknesses, obscuring 
some aspects of our media system while illuminating others. What is striking, 
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however, is the consistency of this criticism over time. Media criticism has 
gained new relevance and resonance in the age of Trump, but the media 
failures they describe—​whether misinformation within social media or sen-
sationalism in mainstream news media—​are not new problems. A historical 
analysis brings into clear focus how these structural problems are actually 
continuities—​not disjunctures—​within commercial media systems. The 
sooner we recognize these long-​standing structural problems, the sooner we 
can strike at the root problem and create real systemic alternatives to a failing 
commercial news model.

What This Historical Context Tells Us

By focusing on commercial journalism’s structural contradictions, the his-
tory outlined in this chapter differs in some key respects from standard 
media histories. This long history of media criticism and reform efforts 
reveals recurring challenges to the commercial model of the press and the 
unremitting vision for structural alternatives. This history also suggests that 
our normative foundations and democratic theories of the press are not nat-
ural or static, but rather contingent on previous conflicts over journalism’s 
role in society.

The counter-​narrative that I sketch here questions the often-​implicit as-
sumption that the default position for the press in the United States has 
always been a version of the liberal/​libertarian model. To the contrary, 
history shows us a long—​if uneven and often besieged—​tradition of rad-
ical media criticism, affirmative government media policy, and alternative 
media models that directly challenged the commercial model of the press. 
Earlier reformers understood that the root of journalism’s endemic problems 
stemmed from the commercial logic that drove much of the US press system.

The radical tradition of US media criticism emerged as a response to the 
press system’s deeper structural problems. These problems became especially 
pronounced during journalism crises in the Progressive Era and again in the 
New Deal era, characterized by simultaneous developments in the modern 
commercial press, contradictions between public service and private profits, 
and the professionalization of journalism. This historical trajectory exposes 
journalism’s structural vulnerabilities, suggesting that crisis is baked into the 
commercial press system’s very DNA. The market has been an unreliable pro-
vider for the public service journalism that democracy requires. But within 
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dominant discourses about journalism, it has been almost verboten to point 
that out.122

Before we expand the parameters of the debate around journalism’s fu-
ture, we must situate our media system’s structural design as a core problem 
for democratic society. We must bring into focus journalism’s normative 
foundations, economic structures, and policies that often evade schol-
arly scrutiny.123 In particular, we must underscore that public service 
journalism—​reporting that focuses on local coverage, watchdogging those 
in power, and giving voice to the many silenced in society—​has always been 
in tension with commercial imperatives. Despite this often-​obscured rela-
tionship, the United States has essentially conducted a hundred and fifty-​year 
experiment in commercial journalism by treating news as both a commodity 
and a public service. With the latter function driven into the ground by the 
market, this experiment has largely failed.

The next chapter will look at the most recent moment when these struc-
tural contradictions flared up:  the modern journalism crisis that metasta-
sized in 2009. During this time, critics, commentators, and regulators once 
again challenged the press’s normative foundations and democratic respon-
sibilities, in the process affirming many age-​old critiques of commercial news 
media. For decades, a highly profitable business model based on advertising 
revenues overshadowed these tensions. But as this model collapsed during 
the financial freefall of 2008–​2009, commercial journalism’s long-​standing 
structural tensions erupted into full view.
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2
 The Early Crisis and Missed Opportunities

At the height of the contemporary press crisis in 2009, the US Senate 
Commerce Committee held a hearing on the future of journalism. The 
discussions that day showcased central divisions within future-​of-​news 
debates, as well as major models for reform. Senator John Kerry opened the 
hearing with a dramatic statement: “Today it is fair to say that newspapers 
look like an endangered species.” The air hung solemnly over this opening re-
mark, and people in the packed room shuffled uneasily in their seats, unsure 
how the conversation would unfold. Senator Kerry acknowledged this uncer-
tainty as he invoked a question on many attendees’ minds: “Why is the gov-
ernment interested in this, and what are we looking at?” Then he answered:

Well, the fact is that we do have a responsibility for the licensing of 
broadcasts, we have a responsibility for the regulatory oversight of own-
ership of cable, satellite, and other issues with respect to communications. 
And needless to say, how the American people get their information, what 
the structure of ownership is, is of enormous interest to all of us, because it 
is the foundation of our democracy.1

The assumption that government has a duty to maintain and protect our 
news media receded as the discussion focused more on the nature of the 
journalism crisis and potential solutions. But it remained a crucial subtext 
throughout the hearing.

One of the witnesses invited to testify was David Simon, a former Baltimore 
Sun reporter and the creator of the television series The Wire. Simon offered 
a colorful synopsis of the journalism crisis, highlighting the industry’s busi-
ness model and the role of corporate greed:

From the captains of the newspaper industry, you may hear a certain mar-
tyrology, a claim that they were heroically serving democracy, only to be 
undone by a cataclysmic shift in technology. From those speaking on behalf 
of new media, Web blogs, and that which goes Twitter, you will be treated to 
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assurances that American journalism has a perfectly fine future online and 
that a great democratization is taking place.2

Simon was having none of it, casting “a plague on both their houses.” He 
warned: “Unless a new economic model is achieved, [journalism] will not be 
reborn on the Web or anywhere else.” For Simon, the much-​heralded blogo-
sphere did not evidence a brave new future for journalism. Instead, “it leaches 
[its] reporting from mainstream news publications, whereupon aggregating 
websites and bloggers contribute little more than repetition, commentary, 
and froth.” The very phrase “citizen journalist,” he argued, was Orwellian. 
A “neighbor who is a good listener and cares about people is a good neighbor. 
He is not in any sense a citizen social worker. Just as a neighbor with a garden 
hose and good intentions is not a citizen firefighter.” “To say so,” according to 
Simon, “is a heedless insult to trained social workers and firefighters.”3

Wall Street-​owned newspaper chains’ “shortsighted arrogance” was also 
a key part of the problem. Simon noted that the Baltimore Sun eliminated 
scores of reporters while it was achieving 37 percent profits. “In short,” Simon 
concluded, “my industry butchered itself . . . [by following] the same unfet-
tered, free-​market logic that has proven so disastrous for so many American 
industries.” This was, according to Simon, US newspapers’ original sin. 
When local family-​owned newspapers consolidated into publicly owned 
newspaper chains, “an essential trust, between journalism and the commu-
nity served by that journalism was betrayed.”4

Two of the other witnesses, New America Foundation president and 
award-​winning journalist Steve Coll and the former newspaper editor 
and Knight Foundation president Alberto Albarguen, agreed with much 
of Simon’s analysis, emphasizing the need for nonprofit and public media 
models. However, a lively disagreement broke out between Simon, who 
argued that paywall subscription models were the way forward, and Arianna 
Huffington, who offered a more sanguine view of citizen journalism’s demo-
cratic potential.

Huffington believed that blogs would more than compensate for what was 
being lost, pointing to her own Huffington Post as an exemplar. In her view, 
Luddite concerns about digital journalism’s viability resembled the mindset 
of “scribes working with stone tablets” during the advent of the printing 
press. Declaring with great confidence that “Journalism will not only sur-
vive, it will thrive,” Huffington enthused about the power of linking stories 
and driving traffic. She cited the media pundit Jeff Jarvis, who argued that 
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the new “link economy” would quickly replace the “content economy.”5 She 
also invoked the Harvard business school professor Clayton Christensen’s 
ideas around “disruptive innovation” and suggested that Google was devel-
oping advertising platforms that would help news organizations monetize 
their online content.6 Simon, responding to some of these claims, replied (to 
much laughter): “The day I run into a Huffington Post reporter at a Baltimore 
Zoning Board hearing is the day that I will be confident that we’ve actually 
reached some sort of equilibrium.” Until then, Simon believed, bloggers 
would never replace beat reporters.

These four positions—​citizen journalism, subscription/​paywalls, non-
profit models, and public models—​roughly map onto the major prescriptions 
for alternative models to advertising-​dependent news, a topic I will return to 
in the next chapter. That these four models are still among the most com-
monly proposed alternatives to advertising-​dependent journalism attests 
to the hearing’s prescience—​as well as to the stubborn consistency of the 
structural crisis and the paucity of new ideas. Despite some debate over the 
discussants’ preferred alternatives, it also was striking that nearly all of them 
saw the status quo as untenable. With its core business model coming apart, 
everyone agreed that journalism would never be the same. But what would 
come next remained unclear.

The House of Representatives’ hearing about journalism’s future was 
more explicitly activist and sympathetic to government intervention.7 The 
assumption that the United States has never had, and should never counte-
nance, government intervention in news media systems was roundly refuted 
by several witnesses, especially the law professor C. Edwin Baker. Putting 
the journalism crisis in historical context, Baker argued that the founders 
of the American Republic recognized early on that the market would never 
provide adequate support for the news and information that a democracy 
required. Reminding his audience of the founders’ support for postal subsi-
dies to guarantee wide dissemination of news—​equaling roughly $6 billion 
in 2009 dollars—​Baker proposed targeted subsidies in the form of tax credits 
to news organizations for half of their journalists’ salaries. Such subsidies 
would remove the incentive for newspapers to lay off journalists and would 
lead to higher quality news reporting.8 Most of the other witnesses agreed 
with Baker’s assessment, arguing for aggressive government intervention, in-
cluding a variety of media subsidies for public service journalism.

The very existence of both of these hearings implies that at least some 
policymakers believed government had, and has, an important role to play in 
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ensuring public access to a vibrant press. In its willingness to address matters 
of political economy, however, the House hearing proved the exception to 
a conversation that rarely acknowledged, let alone addressed, the structural 
causes of the crisis in journalism. Despite the sense of urgency in 2009, the 
US government still has taken no meaningful action to address the ongoing 
journalism crisis. This tremendous “policy failure,” as I termed it in my pre-
vious book, deserves much more attention.9 Clues that help explain this in-
action appear in those early months of the modern journalism crisis. In this 
chapter, I explore how Americans’ inability to move beyond a libertarian dis-
course has limited our capacity to envision and enact alternatives to a broken 
media system.

Origins of the Crisis

To understand such a strange political moment, it is worth pausing to 
consider why newspapers were suddenly collapsing. Although the news-
paper industry had been, by some measures, in slow decline for decades, 
four major factors sparked its abrupt descent in 2008–​2009.10 First, as 
I will discuss later in this chapter, for more than a century the US press 
system has been inordinately dependent on advertising revenue, leaving 
it vulnerable to economic and technological disruptions. This preexisting 
structural condition differed from many other news industries around 
the world.

Second, the news industry suffered from self-​inflicted wounds. Many 
newspapers were over-​leveraged, with many already carrying extensive debts 
from earlier buying sprees.11 Instead of reinvesting profit margins of 25 per-
cent or more back into newsrooms, these papers’ investors had grown accus-
tomed to acquiring new assets in anticipation of big payouts—​decisions that 
often turned into devastating losses. To give just one example, the New York 
Times bought the Boston Globe in 1993 for $1.1 billion, among the highest 
prices ever paid for a newspaper. It sold the paper in 2013 at about a 93 per-
cent loss.12

These media companies, in other words, had already been neglecting their 
newsrooms for years before the third contributing factor hit: the 2008 finan-
cial crisis. The worst economic downturn since the Great Depression eighty 
years prior, the crisis hit many industries hard, but especially those with 
structural vulnerabilities. Furthermore, there was no social safety net for this 
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massive market failure; public media (such as NPR and PBS) and the non-
profit sector were woefully unprepared to step into the breach.

The fourth and most noted contributing factor to the journalism crisis 
was a new set of economic relationships ushered in by digital media. While 
news organizations increasingly invested in digital content, online ads gener-
ated a mere fraction of revenue compared to their paper-​based counterparts. 
With the loss of local advertising monopolies, the business model for jour-
nalism suddenly collapsed. A particularly major blow was the loss of classi-
fied ad revenue. With websites such as Craigslist offering free classified ads, 
newspapers held no hope of ever returning to the heady days of making ad-
vertising money hand over fist. A study by the Pew Internet and American 
Life Project found that classified advertising revenue fell by approximately $7 
billion between 2005 and 2009.13 An oft-​cited study shows the detrimental 
effects that Craigslist alone had on newsrooms, costing the newspaper in-
dustry $5 billion between 2000 and 2007 in lost classified ad revenue.14

Of course, to blame the journalism crisis largely on Craigslist—​as some 
have done—​is to overlook key contextual factors.15 Local newspapers had 
grown accustomed to exploiting their market power and charging exorbi-
tant monopoly prices for advertising. If anyone wanted to advertise to a given 
population, they had little choice but to go through a local newspaper or other 
local media. With the shift to digital, however, newspapers faced tremendous 
competition and struggled to monetize their online content. Making matters 
worse, newspapers ruthlessly disinvested in news and cut costs as they 
chased the increasingly elusive goal of maintaining obscene profits. Many 
outlets reduced or entirely dismantled their foreign, Washington, and state-
house bureaus. More generally, the immediate effects of this economic shift, 
exacerbated by the financial downturn, was the dramatic loss of news jobs.

Employment across much of the news media industry was hurting, but 
newspaper jobs were in free fall, shedding thousands of positions between 
2008 and 2009. Advertising revenues and circulation numbers plummeted. 
In 2008, the value of newspaper stock dropped by a stunning 83 percent. In 
a six-​month period, the one hundred-​and-​seventy-​eight-​year-​old Detroit 
Free Press cut home delivery to three times a week; the one-​hundred-​and-​
forty-​six-​year-​old Seattle Post-​Intelligencer went online only, cutting all but a 
handful of employees; the one-​hundred-​year-​old Christian Science Monitor 
went online only; and the one-​hundred-​and-​fifty-​year-​old Rocky Mountain 
News shut down. With many other papers in various stages of bankruptcy, 
some media commentators warned—​correctly, as it turned out—​that a 
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major city would soon not have a daily newspaper. Within the next two years, 
Detroit, Cleveland, and New Orleans would all lack daily papers.16

As almost daily news accounts around the country documented the 
industry’s downward spiral—​including the website Paper Cuts that kept a 
constant tally of lost jobs—​the growing panic about the future of journalism 
was palpable. With this multiplying “body count” as a backdrop, bold actions 
were demanded, experts were assembled, and a raft of reports were published. 
The seemingly progressive politics of newly elected President Barack Obama 
led many observers to hope that good government would devise reasonable 
plans for tackling the crisis—​even, perhaps, launching a new New Deal of 
government activism. Many (myself included) dared to dream that those 
in government would recognize the limits of a laissez-​faire approach to the 
market and step in to preserve public service journalism from the ravages 
of capitalism. Once unassailable verities about the magic of the market had 
suddenly collapsed; even former Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan 
announced publicly, shortly after the financial crisis began, that he had been 
tragically mistaken to assume that markets were self-​correcting.17 At last, we 
thought, clear-​headedness would prevail over the libertarian madness that 
had driven our economy into a ditch. Progressive change seemed imminent.

Subsequent events did not transpire in the way many of us had hoped or 
expected. The alarm bells quieted, plans for bold reforms receded, and the 
status quo quietly but assuredly reasserted itself. Nevertheless, it is important 
to recall that none of this was inevitable; it could have gone quite differently.

Immediate Responses to the Crisis

Given the resignation that many feel today, it is easy to forget the sense of 
great urgency when the journalism crisis first erupted in 2008 and 2009. 
The fear of institutional collapse especially gripped Washington, DC, 
where I was working during that time as a research fellow, first for a major 
think tank and later for a leading media reform organization, focusing 
specifically on policy approaches to the journalism crisis. It was remark-
able to witness firsthand various transformations as our nation’s politics 
seemingly underwent a paradigm shift. With the economy imploding and 
the Obama administration in the White House, policy ideas previously 
relegated to the discursive margins were now bandied about within main-
stream circles.
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During what appeared to be a political and intellectual realignment, early 
2009 witnessed a rare window of opportunity for government interventions 
in redesigning the nation’s media system.18 Policymakers frantically turned 
to media reformers and scholars (even historians!) for advice on how to 
address the structural collapse of ad-​supported journalism. Policy experts 
dusted off old books and articles to resuscitate arguments about the dangers 
of unregulated commercial systems. Politicians began proposing policy 
options not entirely under the sway of market fundamentalism. Lessons 
from our grandparents’ generation came roaring back.

Amid this tumult, an inchoate policy agenda quickly emerged, one that 
sought to unhook news and information from commercial pressures. To give 
one example, Senator Ben Cardin sponsored the Newspaper Revitalization 
Act of 2009, which offered tax benefits to news organizations as well as to 
the philanthropies that donate to them.19 His bill proposed revising sections 
of the Internal Revenue Code to qualify newspapers as nonprofits with 
an “educational purpose.” The bill would have also exempted qualifying 
newspapers from paying corporate taxes on their advertising revenue and 
would allow donations to these newspapers to count as tax-​deductible char-
itable contributions. Although well intentioned, the Cardin bill fell short in 
some key areas. While it mandated that qualifying newspapers contain local, 
national, and international news stories of interest to the general public, the 
bill seemed to preclude funding for smaller community-​oriented papers and 
other news organizations. Nonetheless, it was a remarkable bill despite its 
failure to gain any traction in Congress. After being referred to committee, it 
never received a vote—​and now has been almost entirely forgotten.

A raft of major policy reports also came out during this early stage of the 
journalism crisis,20 many endorsing an aggressive agenda for press subsi-
dies, an expanded public media system, and other measures that legitimated 
an activist state in support of public service journalism. A report published 
by the leading media reform organization Free Press (I was the lead author 
of this study) was the first out of the gate.21 It helped set the tone for pre-
scribing a number of structural policy interventions, including new owner-
ship models (such as low profit and nonprofit), new tax incentives (such as 
a minority media tax certificate), a journalism jobs program, a journalism 
research and development fund, and subsidies for a robust new public media 
system.

While many of these reports came from foundations, think tanks, and 
scholars, government regulatory agencies also felt pressured to act. The 
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Federal Trade Commission (FTC) was at the forefront of these discussions, 
launching a series of high-​profile workshops on “How Will Journalism 
Survive the Internet Age?”22 A number of invited speakers and consultants—​
including Robert McChesney and C. Edwin Baker—​advocated for aggressive 
structural interventions in response to a systemic journalism crisis. These 
discussions informed the FTC’s draft report, which considered a wide range 
of direct and indirect subsidies for journalism.23 The discussion draft, how-
ever, encountered fierce backlash the moment it was issued. It especially 
drew the ire of conservatives and libertarians who were newly emboldened 
by the ascendant Tea Party movement. After much bad press and political 
pressure, the report was set aside to languish—​an outcome that arguably had 
a chilling effect on subsequent reports.24

As foundations, advocacy groups, and government agencies began 
responding with high-​profile hearings and reports, the FCC joined the fray 
by announcing an inquiry into the future of journalism. Its interim chair, 
Commissioner Michael Copps, helped initiate a discussion that would later 
become a months-​long, expansive study on the state of US news media. 
Commissioner Copps, who refers to President Franklin D. Roosevelt as a 
personal hero, was one of the most progressive commissioners ever to have 
served on the FCC.25 He was sympathetic to an aggressive public policy pro-
gram for addressing structural problems in commercial news media. Given 
the growing severity of the crisis, media reformers and the D.C.-​based public 
interest community held high hopes for this greatly anticipated report. Copps 
himself hoped it would deliver “hard-​hitting action recommendations that 
can be implemented before the end of this year. A report falling short of that,” 
he warned, “will have failed the public interest.”26

As we shall see, the report certainly fell short. Nonetheless, it is instructive 
to examine what this report found and prescribed—​and, more importantly, 
what it did not. The report’s framing of the crisis and its many blind spots 
hold clues as to why there has been no policy response to the US journalism 
crisis.

The FCC Report

The FCC did not formally launch its study on the future of journalism, the 
“Information Needs of Communities,” until the fall of 2009.27 By that time, 
a more industry-​friendly FCC chairman, Julius Genachowski, had taken 
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the agency’s helm. Chairman Genachowski commissioned his one-​time 
Columbia classmate Steven Waldman, former editor of the Washington 
Monthly and co-​founder of Beliefnet, to author the report. Early on, 
Waldman initiated a kind of “listening tour,” meeting with various scholars 
and practitioners to discuss the journalism crisis.28

The comprehensiveness of the FCC’s research was truly admirable. They 
ultimately conducted more than six hundred interviews with people from 
a diverse range of professions, including journalists, scholars, industry 
representatives, lawyers, activists, philanthropists, government officials, 
and many others.29 The FCC also held full-​day workshops focusing on 
questions related to the future of journalism and media ownership and 
examined more than a thousand submitted public comments. FCC staff 
conducted an extensive literature review of other reports and studies 
on the future of journalism. An informal working group of respected 
scholars and consultants conducted research and contributed studies on  
specific subjects.

The FCC released the report in early June 2011. Weighing in at 468 pages, 
it contained a vast review of scholarship on the journalism crisis. Although it 
overlooked some political economic scholarship, the study did not hedge in 
its critical analysis of the depth of the crisis. Using employment census data 
from the American Society of News Editors (ASNE), the FCC concluded that 
the decline in jobs from 2006 to 2010 was particularly alarming: “In just four 
years, newspaper employment fell from 55,000 to roughly 41,600—​about 
where it was before Watergate.”30 Page after page of the report documented 
in critical detail how market downturns had devastated the press, causing a 
wide array of social harms. Financially struggling news organizations were 
increasingly cutting costs, resulting in “less time to investigate, to question, 
to take a story to the next level.” Fewer reporters to work on labor-​intensive 
and investigative stories led to lower-​quality journalism and “less daily beat 
reporting about municipal government, schools, the environment, local 
businesses, and other topics that impact Americans’ future, their safety, their 
livelihood, and their everyday life.” The report grimly observed that “the dra-
matic newspaper industry cutbacks appear to have caused genuine harm to 
US citizens and local communities.”31

Like the 1940s Hutchins Report that came before it, the FCC report offered 
a timely critique of overall press performance as well as a trenchant analysis of 
structural problems, such as a loss of “local accountability reporting.”32 Parts 
of the report seemed to reject market fundamentalism with references to 
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public goods, even mentioning the term “market failure,” albeit tucked away 
in an endnote.33 Yet, as was also the case with the Hutchins Commission, 
there was a glaring disconnect between the report’s diagnosis of what was 
wrong and its proposed solutions. Most problematically, the report ruled 
significant policy intervention out of bounds from the start:  “In crafting 
recommendations, this report started with the overriding premise that the 
First Amendment circumscribes the role government can play in improving 
local news. Beyond that, sound policy would recognize that government is 
simply not the main player in this drama” (emphasis added).34 The report reit-
erated this statement several times, almost like a catechism. Its language re-
flected the market-​libertarian paradigm that established the parameters of 
permissible policy reform and left little room for government intervention. 
The report even cautioned that a study about the media crafted by a gov-
ernment agency “could be met with suspicion,” since it is the media’s job to 
examine government and not the other way around.35 Such an ideologically 
loaded stance conveniently ignored the long history of the US government’s 
affirmative role in maintaining a healthy news media system, from creating 
the postal system to subsidizing the development of the internet. This unfor-
tunate framing constrained the report from the get-​go.

The report did state that the FCC “has not only the authority but the af-
firmative duty to look at these issues.” But even this move was framed as a 
deregulatory intervention, arguing that it would amount to “public policy 
malpractice for the [FCC] to simply assume that the current (voluminous) 
set of public policies about communications—​some crafted before there was 
an internet—​are well suited for the twentieth century.” Because the media 
landscape was changing “so rapidly and so dramatically,” the FCC would 
examine “whether its assumptions and rules are still operating.” It also cau-
tioned that identifying “a particular problem does not mean that we believe 
the FCC has the responsibility or authority to solve it . . . In some cases, the 
role of this report is simply to describe things—​to stimulate discussion and 
to suggest new paradigms for understanding local media markets.”36 The re-
port made clear that, beyond outlining problems and removing “obstacles 
confronting those working to solve the problems of providing robust local 
news and information,” there was little for government to do. It declared that 
most “solutions to today’s media problems will be found by entrepreneurs, 
reporters, and creative citizens, not legislators or agencies.” The report 
asserted that “Government cannot ‘save journalism’ ” because the “media 
landscape is evolving so rapidly that heavy-​handed regulatory intervention 
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dictating media company behavior could backfire, distorting markets in un-
helpful ways.”37

The FCC carefully hewed to a non-​interventionist approach to the jour-
nalism crisis and instead placed its trust in the market. This strategy, how-
ever, had significant limitations. One of the few media scholars to scrutinize 
the FCC report, Christopher Ali, notes that its limitations became clear when 
the report raised a key question and then failed to address it: “Markets usu-
ally respond to consumer demand. But what happens if consumers don’t 
demand something they essentially need?”38 This question encapsulates a 
core tension within the FCC report and within modern liberal thought more 
broadly: relying on the market to provide public service journalism ignores 
both the public-​good nature of news media and the market’s inability to pro-
duce such goods in sufficient quality or quantity.

Despite the report’s reluctance to argue for affirmative government inter-
vention, it did not hesitate to recommend deregulation, including the removal 
of the much-​maligned and long-​defunct Fairness Doctrine, which had man-
dated that broadcasters air contrasting views on controversial and socially 
significant issues. According to the report, staff researchers came to realize 
that remnants of the Fairness Doctrine—​repealed since 1987—​remained on 
the books. Thus, they felt compelled to “eliminate any outstanding uncer-
tainty about our intentions—​about the localism proceeding, about enhanced 
disclosure, and about the Fairness Doctrine. We therefore recommend that 
the Commission consider cleaning up its books by repealing what’s left of 
the Fairness Doctrine.”39 It is curious that they were moved to suggest such 
actions since the already-​dead Fairness Doctrine posed little threat to an-
yone, but it seems consistent with the report’s overall deregulatory thrust.

To be fair, the FCC report was prescient in underscoring the depth of 
the local journalism crisis, and it offered an incisive analysis of the social 
implications of losing local accountability reporting. Furthermore, had it 
pushed for more aggressive policy interventions, it likely would have been 
attacked in the same fashion as the FTC report had been. In a recent conver-
sation, Waldman reflected that he did not want the report—​if the percep-
tion were that the FCC aimed to reregulate media industries—​to “become 
a political football” and overshadow the important research his team had 
conducted for nearly two years.40 Given the shifting political landscape at 
the time, this caution may have seemed tactful and prudent. Perceived 
constraints—​especially from the perspective of Waldman’s boss, the rela-
tively conservative FCC Chairman Genachowski (who himself may have 
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been reading signals from the White House)—​as well as compromises that 
inevitably come with a group project, also may have contributed to such 
modest recommendations. The report’s four proposals mostly called for 
using more precise measurements and language in defining and regulating 
news media.41 A more meaningful policy reform that the report did advance 
was to require local television stations to post transparency records online 
about political advertising purchased on their channels.42

Overall, however, the report’s concrete policy proposals were tepid. 
First Amendment absolutism lurked just below the surface, with narrow 
definitions of press freedoms mostly benefiting corporations’ negative lib-
erties instead of communities’ and the public’s positive liberties. The report 
valorized the private sector’s role in supporting journalism: “With a terrain 
more hospitable to local media innovation, the private sector—​both for-​
profit and nonprofit entities—​can increase the production of local program-
ming, including accountability reporting.” It implied that if we simply let the 
private sector operate freely, “The resulting media system could be the best 
the nation has ever had.”43 In reaching these conclusions, the FCC report’s 
default position of accommodating the market would not have sat well if it 
had engaged more with critical scholarship. For example, there is no cita-
tion or mention of C. Edwin Baker, who had, prior to his sudden death in 
late 2009, written extensively about the future of news media and its rela-
tionship to markets and democracy.44 Two scholars who remained engaged 
with the FCC’s ongoing policy work, noted that “None of the conclusions or 
recommendations in any way questioned—​or suggested alterations to—​the 
status quo.” The report devoted much research to illustrating “the magnitude 
of the changes, challenges, and problems” facing journalism, yet “concluded 
with a set of relatively inconsequential policy recommendations.”45

Immediate reactions to the report zeroed in on some of these weaknesses. 
Given its lack of structural analysis and prescriptions for public policy 
interventions, leading progressives such as Michael Copps (no longer chair, 
but still an FCC commissioner at the time) decried what they saw as a huge 
missed opportunity. In his official FCC statement, Copps observed that, 
while the report seemed “aware of a serious problem,” it lacked any serious 
recommendations for strong programs that could immediately begin un-
doing “generations of media injustice.”46 More specifically, he felt it focused 
too “little attention on what proactively reform-​minded FCCs, like the ones 
we had back in the 1940s, can do when they put their minds—​and a majority 
vote—​to it.” Instead, Copps was “sorely disappointed by the timidity of the 
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recommendations given the breadth of the immediate problems the Report 
itself tees up.”

In contrast to his more diffident colleagues at the FCC, Copps presented 
a bold counter-​narrative for government’s necessary role in supporting a 
healthy news media system:

There are two schools of thought on what role government should play 
in providing the infrastructure to inform our citizens. One school would 
say let’s leave this important task up to the free market and deregulate 
the entities that serve this purpose. This school has been in charge of the 
classroom for most of the past 30 years. We have been through an ongoing 
orgy of private sector consolidation with a few mega-​media companies 
buying up small, independent broadcast stations and newspapers and then 
downsizing—​and often shuttering—​newsrooms and firing journalists in 
order to pay the huge debts these merger transactions always entail. The 
private sector found a willing accomplice in an FCC that was only too 
happy to bless it all and encourage even more, almost never saying “No” to 
whatever merger the financial wizards could conjure up. To make things 
even worse, successive iterations of FCCs vanquished from the books most 
of the public-​interest rules and guidelines that could have imposed some 
discipline on broadcasting run rampant.

Challenging the First Amendment absolutism proudly championed by those 
who saw little role for government in protecting the Fourth Estate, Copps 
invoked the actual authors of the First Amendment who saw government 
provision of postal roads and subsidized delivery of newspapers as a “per-
fectly legitimate public policy.” Seeking to reclaim this progressive vision of 
the First Amendment, Copps exhorted his fellow reformers to not “cower in 
the corner when the Do-​Nothings try to shout us down.”47 This vision of pos-
itive rights to essential services such as a democracy-​enabling press system 
was a cornerstone of Copps’s envisioned alternative. In an essay published 
just weeks before the release of the FCC report, Copps implored the public to 
demand a healthy media system, for it was government’s duty to protect the 
“conduit and shaper of our democratic dialogue.”48

Elsewhere, immediate reactions among media reformers and journalists 
were swift and damning. Free Press issued a press release calling the re-
port a “major disappointment,” charging that it embraces “policies that 
would make this problem even worse” such as abandoning the rule “that 
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requires broadcasters to report how much or how little local news and pro-
gramming they air.”49 Ryan Blethen of the Seattle Times wrote: “It is as if the 
authors . . . did not know what fixes needed to be made so they put forward 
the easiest and mostly meaningless solutions for the FCC.”50 Similarly, media 
analyst Rick Edmond observed that despite some strong analysis, when it 
came to recommending what the FCC or Congress could actually do, “they 
pretty much punt.”51 Speaking to this regulatory retreat, a Wall Street Journal 
story interpreted the FCC report as an indication that “government’s interest 
in helping the newspaper industry appears to be waning.”52 Media critic Eric 
Alterman lamented, that the report’s “proposed solutions are actually more 
amenable to conservatives than to liberals or even moderates.”53

As if to prove this last point, it is telling that the report received its most 
positive responses from the trade press and from free market ideologues. 
The well-​known libertarian Adam Thierer reported that his first reac-
tion to the FCC report was relief: “For those of us who care about the First 
Amendment, media freedom, and free market experimentation with new 
media business models, it feels like we’ve dodged a major bullet.” He con-
gratulated Steve Waldman for his “impressive achievement” and expressed 
delight that the report was “far removed from the radical Free Press/​
McChesney agenda that guided the FTC’s controversial report.”54 Likewise, 
the Republican-​appointed FCC commissioner Robert McDowell assured 
readers that the report would not lead to new FCC rules, but instead would 
stimulate “deregulatory action that better fits a competitive and dynamic 
marketplace.”55

During a debriefing phone call a few days after the long-​awaited report was 
issued, public interest advocates confronted Waldman (I was on the call), de-
manding to know why the report expressed such an impoverished notion of 
government support for journalism. Waldman defended the study’s laissez-​
faire approach by arguing that more aggressive policy intervention was in-
appropriate for two reasons: First, because the government should not be 
choosing winners in the market, and, second, because the First Amendment 
forbade it. What is remarkable about this defense is that it perfectly captures 
something that C. Edwin Baker once said to me over lunch, just weeks be-
fore he passed away. “Two arguments,” he said, “that media owners typically 
use to fend off regulation. One is that government must always stay out of 
markets. And the other is that the First Amendment forbids it.” Indeed, the 
arguments that Waldman invoked in his defense reflect a tacit libertarianism 
that leaves little room for meaningful public policy interventions. Ultimately, 
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the FCC report’s implicit message is that the market caused this crisis, and 
the market will solve it.

We Are All Libertarians Now

While the FCC report internalized the logic of market libertarianism, 
reformers nonetheless tried their best to build on some of the report’s 
recommendations. They seized on the report’s otherwise critical analysis of 
journalism’s dire predicament to vindicate arguments they had been making 
for many years. And they pressed the FCC to be more proactive in studying 
the problem and suggesting policy interventions. The FCC eventually issued 
a public call for a new study in February 2012 that sought to find out how 
Americans meet their critical information needs and whether the existing 
“media ecosystem” serves them.

In addition to identifying barriers to obtaining such information, the FCC 
mined relevant studies to arrive at a working definition of “critical infor-
mation needs.” Commissioner Mignon Clyburn, who was the interim FCC 
Chair, made clear that she hoped this study would help support the FCC’s 
efforts in boosting minority and female media ownership.56 A  group of 
reform-​minded scholars comprising the Communications Policy Research 
Network (CPRN) won the bid to carry out the study.57 Ultimately, the 
scholars produced a large-​scale literature review that clearly defined jour-
nalism as a public good vulnerable to specific market failures. They drew 
from this report to identify eight critical information needs, ranging from 
emergency communication infrastructure to having reliable access to polit-
ical information.58 The study also called for more research to assess whether 
these needs were actually being met.

Mark Lloyd—​a media historian, public interest advocate, and former 
FCC Associate General Counsel (focusing on diversity and localism) 
who was deeply involved in these policy debates as a core member of the 
CPRN research team—​has chronicled the entire episode in fine detail.59 As 
an expert agency, he notes, studying problems in our communication sys-
tems, identifying barriers to critical information needs, and formulating 
policy responses is well within the FCC’s established purview—​in fact, the 
Commission arguably had both a congressional and a court obligation to do 
so. Accordingly, the FCC followed through on the CPRN’s recommendations 
to conduct a new study to assess the public’s critical information by collecting 
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and analyzing relevant data. Lloyd observed that all too often this research is 
limited to “questionnaires posed to FCC-​regulated media and telecommuni-
cations industries and tallying up the replies.” However, he noted that once 
in a great while the “Commission actually seeks information about how its 
‘public interest’ policies and various licensees actually serve the public.”60

This was the case when the CPRN and the FCC sought to understand 
whether media outlets were providing critical information needs to repre-
sentative communities. After a long debate over who would lead this study—​
and despite industry interests continuously trying to derail the process—​a 
new report was proposed to further study “critical information needs.” The 
study aimed to conduct a “media market census” based on all media content 
in a designated market, including broadcast news, newspapers, and local in-
ternet news. The study would also include a voluntary survey of local media 
providers to gather information pertaining to ownership characteristics, 
employment, and barriers to entry. This “community ecology” study would 
canvas the general population to survey actual and perceived critical infor-
mation needs, including in-​depth neighborhood interviews.61

As soon as these plans became public, however, the right-​wing press—​
with an assist from conservatives in Congress and at the FCC—​immediately 
condemned the FCC’s proposed study on communities’ information needs. 
First, Tucker Carlson’s Daily Caller published an article (drawing from an 
industry-​inspired critique), with the headline: “FCC to Police News Media, 
Question Reporters in Wide-​Ranging Content Survey.”62 Then a group 
of Republican members of Congress wrote a letter to FCC Chairman Tom 
Wheeler condemning the report, referring to it in their press release as a 
“Fairness Doctrine 2.0.”63 (In the conservative imagination, the Fairness 
Doctrine represents extreme government interference in the nation’s com-
munication systems.64) This letter was soon followed by an op-​ed in the Wall 
Street Journal by then-​Commissioner Ajit Pai (Pai later became FCC chair in 
2016), who also likened the study’s aims to that of the Fairness Doctrine and 
charged the FCC with taking the country “down the same dangerous path.”65

Pai’s op-​ed unleashed an onslaught from conservative media. Lloyd 
recalls:  “Soon scores of conservative radio hosts and other right-​wing 
bloggers were spreading the word that the White House was ordering the 
FCC to police newsrooms and that this amounted to a return of the Fairness 
Doctrine.” Some of these false stories targeted the CPRN professors’ 
home academic institutions, which “resulted in a barrage of threatening 
calls and emails from angry citizens,” according to Lloyd. Fox News even 
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devoted an entire prime time segment on the FCC’s supposed plan to po-
lice newsrooms.66 In response to this pressure, the FCC first distanced it-
self from and then completely disavowed the study.67 One CPRN member 
wrote in a subsequent op-​ed that such hyperbolic accounts were toxic to 
the nation’s policy discourse:  “To conservative media from Fox News to 
Rush Limbaugh, [the proposed study] was an attempt to reintroduce the 
now-​lapsed Fairness Doctrine and for President Obama to take control of 
America’s newsrooms.”68

This episode shows how the FCC’s efforts to merely study these issues in 
greater depth posed a threat to established commercial interests. These media 
industries and their proxies—​including the Republican-​appointed FCC 
commissioners—​felt compelled to delegitimate the very idea of collecting 
and analyzing data that might reveal deficiencies in the commercial media 
system. Simply gathering information on critical information needs—​topics 
such as civic participation, consumer welfare, and public safety—​triggered 
industry associations to question the constitutionality of such endeavors. 
The fear, of course, is that verifying such deficiencies might mandate govern-
ment regulation and therefore threaten commercial media firms’ prerogative 
to put profits above democracy.

But this episode also casts into stark relief another contributing factor to 
the status quo:  how quickly liberals shade into libertarians when pressed 
on their allegiance to market fundamentalism and First Amendment abso-
lutism. Indeed, the speed with which liberal policymakers and intellectuals 
caved to right-​wing accusations of heavy-​handed government speaks 
volumes about the relationship of policy discourse and power. On the rare 
occasions when liberal policymakers call for governmental affirmative ac-
tion to guarantee media access to communities underserved by the market-​
driven media system, they quickly fall back on libertarian talking points the 
moment commercial forces push back. Until we find a way to inoculate pro-
gressive policy discourse from such attacks, many of our media crises will 
only worsen.

This failure to confront the journalism crisis with any meaningful 
policy response is reminiscent of previous failed reform efforts, such as 
the 1940s Hutchins Commission. Then as now, policy discourses defined 
US news media’s structural problems as beyond government’s reach. Both 
in the 1940s and today, society’s response to a journalism crisis spurred 
discussions about media’s normative role in a democratic society and the 
government’s regulatory role in guaranteeing a healthy press system. Both 
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the Hutchins and FCC reports leveled a strong structural critique about 
the commercial news media system’s failures, and both reports concluded 
with only weak reform proposals that essentially punted on confronting 
these failures’ structural roots—​only to ensure their likely re-​emergence in 
subsequent years.

This recurring pattern of policy failure recalls the phrase “nervous liberals” 
featured in media historian Brett Gary’s book of the same title.69 Gary used the 
phrase (first articulated by the Hutchins Commission’s Archibald MacLeish) 
to describe postwar liberals whose selective adherence to First Amendment 
freedoms allowed them to switch seamlessly from targeting fascists during 
World War II to blacklisting leftists during the Cold War. These intellectuals 
compromised democratic principles for war-​related imperatives in fighting 
a homegrown nativist movement in the United States and a fascist threat 
abroad. Supported by Rockefeller grants, many of these men were pioneers 
in the field of communication who became willing conscripts in the propa-
ganda wars against perceived domestic and foreign threats.

Over the decades, liberal policymakers and intellectuals have consist-
ently applied classical democratic theories—​the stuff of “public spheres” 
and “marketplaces of ideas”—​to a commercial media system that system-
atically underserves these ideals. In theorizing this failure, liberal thinkers 
sometimes arrive at a structural critique of a market-​driven media system. 
However, once they find themselves arriving at the kinds of social demo-
cratic conclusions that would necessitate government intervention in media 
markets, they tend to retreat to extolling the comfortable sanctities of the 
market and its propensity for innovation and efficiency. Any concession that 
government may need to intervene in the face of overt market failure must be 
accompanied with sufficient caveats and qualifiers that dissuade accusations 
of statism, authoritarianism, and anti-​capitalism. These are the nervous 
liberals—​liberals made nervous by their own conclusions.

Meanwhile, the political and ideological landscape of the early Obama 
years quickly shifted, closing the discursive window of opportunity for 
structural reform. Conservative and liberal policymakers alike concluded 
that little could be done at the policy level to support journalism. By shying 
away from bold interventions and focusing instead on small-​bore, market-​
friendly proposals, initiatives such as the FCC report were emblematic of this 
policy inaction. Ultimately, policymakers did little to confront the under-
lying structural causes of the commercial journalism crisis. Today we all reap 
what was sown by these earlier policy decisions and indecisions.
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These patterns of critique and inaction bring into focus what I refer to as 
the “discursive capture” of policy discussions in the United States about the 
proper relationship between media and government.70 This discursive para-
digm is constrained by an implicit market fundamentalism that renders gov-
ernment incapable of intervening against significant social problems—​such 
as the collapse of the Fourth Estate. Certain logics and value systems become 
so internalized that claims and arguments falling outside acceptable bounds 
become unthinkable. Over time, it leads to policy narratives with predictable 
silences that banish specific ideas from permissible discourse.71 The result of 
these silences is a shrunken political imaginary about what is politically pos-
sible and desirable.

We will have to overcome these ideological blinders if we are to confront 
the “systemic market failure” that is driving journalism into the ground. 
We must first challenge the discursive constraints that limit how we talk 
and think about the role of journalism in a democratic society. Doing so 
penetrates to the core logic of liberalism—​a logic that consistently conflates 
the “marketplace of ideas” with the commercial marketplace. In the re-
mainder of this chapter, I will focus on some of the discourses surrounding 
journalism—​what I  suggest is a “market ontology” that delimits how we 
think about journalism—​as well as antidotes to help guide us out of these 
discursive constraints.

Economic and Regulatory Discourses 
About Journalism

Discourses around US journalism are shot through with libertarian 
assumptions. This ideological orientation supports a “corporate libertarian” 
paradigm that sees the market as an expression of democratic choice and 
freedom, assumes technologies are inherently liberating, and renders gov-
ernment intervention illegitimate. The triumph of this policy discourse has 
helped perpetuate a commercial media system subject to little public over-
sight and few challenges from noncommercial media. This framework, 
which crystallized in the 1940s, largely remains the dominant paradigm for 
US media policy today.72

This paradigm helps explain the United States’ remarkable policy 
failure in addressing the journalism crisis. It assumes that government 
has little legitimate role in intervening in media markets, which, as we 
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saw in the last chapter, is an ahistorical, libertarian myth. This assump-
tion ignores the fact that those suffering the most from these structural 
shifts are not large media corporations, but rather news workers who have 
lost their jobs and communities who no longer receive adequate news and 
information. This discourse, which combines a terrific excitement about 
digital publishing models with a deep trust in the market, tacitly assumes 
that technological fixes, the charity of benevolent billionaires, and bold 
entrepreneurialism—​with the market as final arbiter—​will somehow 
produce the journalism that democracy requires. We must unpack these 
narratives if we hope to weaken their hold on society’s assumptions about 
journalism’s future.

Crisis Narratives

In many ways, the crisis in journalism is as much about how we think and 
talk about journalism as it is about the institution itself. Few would dispute 
that journalism is undergoing a structural transformation in the United 
States. Yet narratives about journalism’s future vary, with some scholars 
questioning whether “crisis” is even an apt way to describe its current 
state.73 Most observers agree, however, that old business models are failing. 
Commentators typically ascribe this phenomenon to various factors: the in-
exorable march of new technology, the culmination of endemic structural 
flaws in the US news media system, a shift in how people (especially young 
people) consume the news, a loss of trust in mainstream news institutions, 
unforeseen financial downturns, media consolidation, or a mixture of all of 
the above. These differing emphases have produced a diversity of narratives 
about the crisis.

Since 2009, commentators have offered wildly variable predictions on 
how the journalism crisis will unfold. Some scholars have viewed this crisis 
as a kind of progression in which journalism is “evolving” into something 
entirely different, or “adapting” to a new “post-​industrial” phase.74 In the 
earliest period of the crisis, some observers even expressed optimism that 
journalism would emerge from the crisis leaner, nimbler, and tech savvier. 
Others assumed that the market and new technologies would eventually 
remedy the situation.75 In recent years, however, this optimism has grad-
ually given way to a growing resignation that nothing can be done to end 
journalism’s demise.
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These positions connect with particular discursive frames or “crisis or-
igin” narratives. For example, business stories reduce the problem to a lack 
of profitability, while technological stories see a tale of progress and neces-
sary die-​off as the old print dinosaurs fade and new digital media ascend.76 
De-​emphasizing journalism’s indispensable public service mission, these 
narratives rarely frame a free press as an essential precondition of demo-
cratic governance. For commentators who operate within this ideological 
frame, the notion that government might subsidize public service jour-
nalism, for example, is immediately rejected as a “bailout” or “hand out” to 
incumbent news organizations. These kinds of narratives also often mistak-
enly assume that the present form of mainstream commercial media reflects 
popular taste.

Other crisis narratives use metaphors, such as a “perfect storm,” that  
depict news organizations as history’s innocent victims, caught unawares 
by the internet’s wrath and economic shifts.77 Yet other observers favor 
the metaphor of “self-​inflicted wounds,” blaming the crisis on corporate 
consolidators who impoverished newspapers and accumulated significant 
debt loads during buying sprees. In their myopic pursuit for unsustainable 
profits, media institutions privileged short-​term gains instead of re-​investing 
revenues into news operations and new technologies.78

That the journalism crisis resulted in part from news organizations’ own 
mismanagement is arguably true. But it is wrong to assume, as many have, 
that media giants stuck their heads in the sand while new technologies snuck 
up on them. News organizations have been grappling with digital technol-
ogies for many years—​albeit, often to cut labor costs—​and tried but mostly 
failed to monetize their online content. Historical scholarship shows that 
newspapers experimented with different types of digital tools in the 1980s 
and 1990s.79 Rather than just incompetence, their failure to monetize dig-
ital content suggests that digital technologies alone cannot overcome the 
growing economic gap between the capital needed to support news labor and 
the decreasing revenues generated by digital advertising.

Narratives about news organizations’ incompetence often miss the bigger 
picture:  this is a systemic crisis. The problems facing journalism are not 
simply the result of a few bad decisions or the ineptitude of traditional news 
organizations. Moreover, this crisis pertains not solely to newspapers but 
to newsrooms and newsgathering writ large. In other words, the crisis is 
not about the future of newspapers—​it is about the viability of public ser-
vice journalism. Unfortunately, we rarely hear discussions about the future 
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of news framed in this way. Instead, by attributing the crisis in journalism 
to news organizations’ incompetence, technological disruption, and busi-
ness evolution, most crisis narratives divert potential policy responses to 
the journalism crisis.

Meanwhile, as news media institutions continue to search desperately 
for new commercial models, one central fact usually remains unsaid: There 
is precious little evidence to suggest that market-​based initiatives and new 
media technologies can effectively replace everything being lost with the 
downfall of traditional news outlets. It is doubtful that new commercial 
models will ever be able to fill the vacuum created by the gradual implosion 
of our primary newsgathering organizations. But this distinct possibility is  
almost never pointed out. If we were instead to take this premise as our 
starting point—​that the market cannot save journalism—​we can begin 
to confront the depth of the crisis head-​on by discussing true structural 
alternatives such as noncommercial models.

Discursive Capture, Market Ontology, and Policy Failure

The inaction toward confronting the journalism crisis stems from 
society’s failure to see it as a public policy problem. “Future of journalism” 
discussions unfold within a constrained discourse that limits the range of 
policy responses. The discussions within these frameworks typically fail to 
acknowledge the structural problems facing media institutions. As I men-
tioned earlier, this is an example of “discursive capture” characterized by a 
“market ontology” that treats the journalism crisis as a problem of supply 
and demand, consumer preference, and profitability.80

In the United States, market fundamentalism prefigures how we think 
and talk about journalism. This discursive framework contains certain 
assumptions that depoliticize journalistic institutions, practices, and pol-
icies. For example, when we speak of news markets as responding to the 
straightforward calculus of supply and demand, we are treating news as a 
simple commodity, bought and sold on the market, rather than as a vital 
public service. This implies that, if journalism is unprofitable for publishers 
and media owners (usually a handful of wealthy white men), then we should 
simply let it wither away. Of course, supply and demand in the unfettered free 
market does not always reflect accurate assessments of social value or privi-
lege concerns about what best serves democracy.
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Reducing the journalism crisis to a supply and demand problem—​
although compelling in its elegant simplicity—​risks naturalizing a commer-
cial system of market transactions that treats media like a standard economic 
“widget” governed by consumer behavior.81 News media are of course not 
simply widgets; they play a special role in a democratic society. But we never-
theless often talk about our information systems as if news were a “product” 
indistinguishable from other goods, like shoes or toothpaste. According 
to this market ontology, if news media consumers (or advertisers) are not 
willing to pay enough for journalism to make it profitable, we should resign 
ourselves to its inevitable decline. This discursive framework treats jour-
nalism as primarily a business, which presupposes a commercial relationship 
that treats newsreaders as only consumers, not citizens of a polity.

Another organizing discourse depicts the institutional collapse of jour-
nalism as beyond our control, like a natural disaster or an act of God. Media 
theorists such as Clay Shirky see newspapers’ demise as simply the stuff of 
revolution, when “old stuff gets broken faster than the new stuff is put in its 
place.”82 According to this view, a period of painful transition naturally leads 
to something better, and it would be sheer folly to intervene as a society to 
preserve old institutions being crushed by the inexorable force of history. 
Such Schumpeterian “creative destruction” is at once awful and awesome, 
and presumably beyond the reach of human agency and intervention. We 
simply have to get out of the way and wait for what evolves organically. This 
seemingly radical argument is actually quite conservative, in that it essen-
tially defers to the market and other powerful interests to decide what kind of 
journalism all of society should receive.

A related assumption holds that market forces and new technologies 
will somehow combine to guide us out of this predicament. Paradoxically, 
even though many see the internet (as opposed to an overreliance on adver-
tising) as the primary impetus for the journalism crisis, they also see dig-
ital technology as journalism’s savior. To be sure, new technologies and their 
affordances can greatly reduce barriers to entry, expand access to and par-
ticipation in news production, and facilitate news dissemination. But these 
potentials can only be realized if public input and sound public policy prior-
itize them. Trusting in the market to automatically provide the news media 
that our democracy requires has always been, and is especially now, a risky 
proposal.

A kind of “digital exuberance” further obfuscates the structural roots of 
the journalism crisis, leaving market fundamentalism unchallenged and 
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dismissing the possibility of collective action through policy interventions. 
This leads to ongoing policy failure and, ultimately, policy “drift.” Jacob 
Hacker and Paul Pierson describe this concept as “systematic, prolonged 
failures of government to respond to the shifting realities of a dynamic 
economy.”83 For the journalism crisis, this drift amounts to ongoing disin-
vestment in news production and the dismantling of news institutions.

Collectively, these tropes reflect a “discursive capture” in which the 
possibilities for reforming the press are constrained by market-​dictated 
parameters. Whether intended or not, this “market ontology” bounds 
discussions on the future of journalism. Within a market ontology, the jour-
nalism crisis is understood as something resulting from a lack of demand, 
changing modes of news consumption, and technological disruption. But 
these explanations elide a more basic story: We are witnessing an already-​
flawed commercial press system disintegrate as it migrates to a digital format 
where it cannot sufficiently monetize online content. Fortunately, there are 
antidotes for this market fundamentalism.

Economic Theories of Journalism:  
Public Goods and Market Failures

Ironically, mainstream neoclassical economic theory—​which aims to un-
derstand how capitalist markets operate—​can help us escape the confines of 
market ontology. Because even within such orthodox economic theory there 
is a recognition of the market’s limitations. These understandings can help 
us make sense of media markets’ inability to adequately finance and provide 
the high-​quality news and information that democratic society requires.84 
Rather than thinking of journalism as a product to be bought and sold, we 
might instead think of it as a public good that society needs.

News and Information = Public Goods

News and information produced by journalism are in fact public goods.85 
According to a definition from neoclassical economics, public goods are 
non-​rivalrous (one person’s consumption of the good does not detract 
from another’s) and nonexcludable (it is difficult to exclude free riders from 
consuming the good). Both of these conditions attach to digital media. 
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Countless people can access online news at once without detracting from 
others’ ability to do so. Even when newspapers charge fees for accessing their 
online content, readers find ways to either circumvent the paywall or glean 
the information from another source. These qualities separate news media 
and information from other commodities within a capitalistic economy 
and make it exceedingly difficult to support them through standard market 
mechanisms.86 For example, public affairs programming has traditionally 
not been a viable commercial product on its own and has required funding 
by the state, patrons, or advertising.87

News and information are not only public goods in an economic sense; 
they also serve “the public good” in a socially beneficial sense. Thus, 
journalism’s value to society transcends the revenue that it generates. Put 
differently, journalism produces positive externalities (benefits that accrue to 
parties outside of direct economic transactions)—​such as maintaining an in-
formed populace—​that are vitally important for a healthy democratic society. 
Many public goods—​clean air, open space, artificial light, and knowledge, to 
name only a few—​all produce tremendous positive externalities. A classic ex-
ample of a public good is a lighthouse, which is a kind of essential infrastruc-
ture that ships need to navigate coastlines, but no cost-​effective way exists 
to make people pay for it. Instead, people will “free ride,” which takes away 
market incentives to provide the good.88 Society requires these goods, but 
individuals typically undervalue them because they are unable or unwilling 
to pay for their full costs, which leads to the market under-​producing them.

News and information should be further qualified as “merit goods” 
whose production should not depend on popular choice or “consumer sov-
ereignty” but rather on social need.89 Christopher Ali, a leading scholar 
on the subject, notes that “merit goods are based on a normative assump-
tion that the good should be provided regardless of consumption habits.”90 
Regardless of what the market or individual consumers demand, society as 
a whole benefits when local journalists report on school board hearings or 
highway infrastructure—​decidedly unsexy stories that do not make for good 
clickbait. Nonetheless, this kind of information is vitally important for dem-
ocratic societies. Such news media qualifies as a merit good because indi-
vidual consumers, left to their own devices, are likely to underinvest in it. 
The media expert Karol Jakubowicz offers the example of commercial radio 
not producing the quality fare that democracy requires: “Good broadcasting 
is a ‘merit’ good—​just as with education, training, or health,” which means 
“consumers, if left to themselves, tend to take less care to obtain it than is in 
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their own long-​term interests.”91 Instead of leaving such decisions up to the 
market or individual consumer preferences, prioritizing merit goods places 
social value on social needs instead of individual wants.92

High-​quality journalism—​like many public goods that exhibit positive 
externalities—​has rarely been supported by direct market transactions. News 
media traditionally have been funded by other means, such as public subsi-
dies or, to some degree, advertising revenue.93 The cultural and social benefits 
of high-​quality news and information often far exceed their pecuniary value. 
Even members of society who are not directly paying for these services 
still benefit from their role in disseminating information about important 
socio-​political issues. But unless commercial providers are incentivized or 
simply mandated by government to address those public needs, they do not 
reliably provide such content. Simply put: Producing high-​quality informa-
tion is often an unprofitable enterprise for media outlets. Many countries 
therefore ensure its availability via nonmarket-​based mechanisms such as 
regulations and subsidies that range from public service broadcasting to con-
tent requirements.94

Given the structural constraints of market-​driven media, public media 
can cover issues and regions ignored by commercial media.95 For example, 
public media can focus on providing public affairs and cultural program-
ming; serving the needs of children, ethnic minorities, communities of 
color, and other frequently underserved groups; as well as delivering serv-
ices to rural areas that are commercially unviable. Studies show that a widely 
available public broadcasting system can actually reduce the overall cost of 
programs available to the public.96 Universal access to high-​quality news 
content is a social priority, but the market often fails to support this vital in-
frastructure for democratic society. This situation amounts to various kinds 
of “market failure” in our media institutions.97

Journalism Crisis = Market Failure

The crisis in journalism is more than an instance of failing to invest in a 
public good. A  structural analysis suggests that the contemporary crisis 
in journalism should be considered an active market failure. The concept 
“market failure,” a term I have used several times thus far, generally denotes 
the market’s inability to efficiently allocate socially necessary goods and serv-
ices. Market failures often arise when private firms do not adequately fund 
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critical infrastructures and social services because the anticipated returns 
do not justify the expenditures.98 Market failure is also exacerbated when 
consumers fail to pay for such services’ full societal benefit. In the United 
States, large-​scale public investments, for instance, in education, a national 
highway system, and other essential services and infrastructures have tradi-
tionally been justified through the language of market failure. For example, 
universal service in telecommunications is socially desirable but econom-
ically inefficient, particularly in sparsely populated areas, resulting in an 
urban-​rural divide. For that reason, government may provide subsidies in 
the form of tax benefits to telecommunication companies to encourage uni-
versal access.

Commercial media models are particularly prone to market failure be-
cause news rarely pays for itself. For the past one hundred and fifty years, 
news media have been supported by what was essentially an advertising sub-
sidy. Advertisers were not paying for news media directly; instead they were 
paying to have access to audiences’ eyes and ears. News was a by-​product—​a 
positive externality—​from the primary exchange between media owners and 
advertisers.99 Advertisers were never especially concerned about whether 
their revenues supported foreign bureaus or good local news; they were 
chasing consumers. Large conglomerates, for their part, often have a fidu-
ciary duty to maximize shareholder value. Therefore, it is entirely rational, 
given their economic incentives, for commercial media firms to underinvest 
in systems, infrastructures, and content that do not provide adequate—​and 
often short-​term—​returns. In other words: What is good for the news busi-
ness is often suboptimal for democracy.

Many democratic societies have long used a market failure rationale to 
maintain healthy public media systems, especially public broadcasting serv-
ices. Policy regimes in these countries recognize that commercial media 
markets tend toward concentration and produce both negative and posi-
tive externalities that require government regulation.100 In recent decades, 
however, the growing ascendency of a neoliberal political economy—​one 
marked by privatization, deregulation, and increased commercialization of 
core social institutions—​has weakened such policy arrangements and ampli-
fied market failure in many countries.101

Market failure is a central cause of the lack of quality journalism and the 
ongoing disinvestment in news production. While these trends are occurring 
around the world, they are especially evident in the United States. As I will 
further delineate in the next chapter, US news institutions—​especially the 
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newspaper industry—​have witnessed a declining number of journalists, 
revenues, and circulation. Bankruptcies are on the rise, with leading metro 
dailies reducing or ending home deliveries as they convert to primarily web-​
based outlets. In addition to the underproduction of news media, limited 
accessible broadband internet services in poor and rural areas—​sometimes 
referred to as “digital redlining”—​is another market failure.

Various kinds of market failures that specifically affect media industries 
stem from structural problems, including oligopolistic concentration.102 
Profit-​maximizing behavior can be particularly problematic in noncompet-
itive markets if it results in too little production and consumption because 
the price is set above marginal cost. Uncompetitive markets may lead to the 
abuse of market power and other perverse incentives that work against the 
maximization of social welfare, resulting in a media system’s degradation. 
Another kind of market failure affecting news media access and dissemina-
tion is a lack of interconnection between communication networks, a long-​
standing problem for telecommunication, broadband, and cable television 
networks.

Specific challenges also arise because commercial media often involve 
two-​sided markets since news products are sold to both advertisers and 
consumers. Commercial media often provide free or low-​cost content to at-
tract audiences’ attention to sell to advertisers. Historically, this arrangement 
has invited market failure because advertising revenue typically outweighs 
the value of consumer payments (e.g., subscriptions), which privileges ad-
vertiser needs over those of audiences. Therefore, maximizing advertising 
revenue in turn incentivizes ownership concentration and consolidation 
because large media institutions can better reach mass audiences.103 Other 
drawbacks stemming from dependence on advertising revenue are that ad-
vertising is biased against strongly held preferences by a statistical minority, 
and advertisers do not care about the utility derived by viewers, just the 
fact of exposure.104 Another kind of media market failure arises from the 
economies of scale and scope, including high first-​copy costs that dispro-
portionately advantage large incumbents. Given the diminishing costs and 
increasing profits associated with making copies of media products, large 
companies benefit from being able to afford the higher costs for first copies 
of original news content, with subsequent mass production at much lower 
costs.105

Many of the scenarios described here represent what I refer to as “systemic 
market failure.” In other words, these failures are endemic to commercial 
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media. They are always present and can never be fully eliminated (unless 
media are taken out of the market entirely), but smart public policy can 
help control for them. Different market structures may experience different 
failures to varying degrees, and various incentives and subsidies can be built 
into a policy system to help minimize or offset these problems. A number 
of creative methods exist that can help compensate for democratic deficits 
created by the decline of commercial news media.106 Systemic market failure 
has created a wide range of problems, from the loss of local journalism to 
a lack of affordable and accessible internet services. For too long, we have 
let market fundamentalism prevent discussion of potential government 
responses. The crisis in US journalism is rapidly approaching a “point of no 
return.” Now is the time to push for nonmarket alternatives.

Beyond Market Failure

Using “market failure” as the central framework for understanding the jour-
nalism crisis should not imply that under normal circumstances, the market 
is working just fine. Again, these problems evidence systemic market failure—​
a few tweaks here and there would not return journalism to its former health. 
Market failure has never been fully eradicated in commercial news media 
systems, and the US experiment of expecting a commercial press to pro-
vide public service journalism has always been a fraught enterprise. After 
2008, long-​standing structural tensions within the system metastasized. The 
current crisis presents a tantalizing opportunity for structural change—​an 
opportunity that thus far has been squandered. The journalism crisis must 
be recontextualized and reframed in a way that moves the debate toward 
implementing structural alternatives that can sustain independent jour-
nalism. Before doing so, however, we must first explore, in more detail, just 
how the contemporary journalism crisis is manifesting in newsrooms across 
the country. The next chapter explores these issues alongside the strengths 
and weaknesses of major alternatives to the advertising revenue model for 
journalism.
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3
How Commercialism Degrades  

Journalism

While journalism’s downward slide has only worsened, the initial alarm bells 
have long since receded. Since 2009, the phrase “journalism crisis” has faded 
from conversation, and some commentators even risked optimism. In 2014, 
the venerable Pew Research Center enthusiastically reported that “digital 
native” news outlets had created five thousand new jobs.1 Others celebrated 
the flexibility of digital journalism and the expansion of “explanatory” and 
“long form” journalism. One group of scholars chided “materialists” for fix-
ating on economic factors like the loss of journalism jobs and, as they put 
it, overly “gloomy predictions.” The authors called for a more “open-​ended 
and also more hopeful argument,” with a focus on the “cultural codes driving 
new journalistic practices allow[ing] creative pathways to be discovered for 
sustaining journalistic commitments through digital technology and new 
organizational forms.”2 A different kind of wishful thinking occurred imme-
diately after the 2016 presidential election, when a “Trump Bump” propelled 
a sudden spike in newspaper subscriptions. Some observers thought we had 
turned a corner; surely, now, journalism would begin to rebound.3

Each case proved to be a false dawn. The print news industry’s down-
ward death-​spiral continues unabated. While new digital models such as 
BuzzFeed, Vox, and Vice initially inspired much hope that they would come 
to replace the old journalism, nearly all major indicators now show a trou-
bling and indisputable decline in terms of both quantity and quality. These 
ongoing trends make it all but certain that by the time this book is published, 
journalism’ decline will have only quickened.4

Commercial media in the United States have always been structurally 
flawed, but Americans usually had access to some form of local news. This 
increasingly is no longer the case, and the loss of local journalism is just one 
symptom of a dysfunctional news media system. In the following sections, 
I trace the degradations that manifest with the structural collapse of com-
mercial journalism.5 I  describe how the media landscape has shifted in 
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recent years, and how experts, journalists, and the broader US public have 
fallen prey to rarely examined assumptions and misconceptions about jour-
nalism. The situation is not entirely hopeless:  the last third of the chapter 
discusses alternatives to advertising-​dependent news media. I argue that we 
have already lost precious time desperately searching for entrepreneurial and 
technological fixes instead of crafting public policies to directly confront the 
crisis. As a first step toward reforming it, we must appraise the design flaws in 
the existing commercial media system.

The New US Media Landscape

While newspapers’ digital advertising revenue has grown in recent years, this 
uptick does not come close to compensating for the enormous losses in tra-
ditional advertising revenue. The Pew Research Center’s reports have con-
sistently cast these trends into stark relief over many years. As early as 2012, 
a Pew study found that, since 2003, declines of up to 50 percent in print ad-
vertising revenue were barely offset by gains in online advertising revenue. 
Losses outnumbered gains by ten to one.6 Since then, these trends have con-
tinued and worsened for most newspapers, with digital advertising failing to 
make up for lost revenues from print advertising and subscriptions.7 With 
print advertising revenue permanently gone, has anything taken its place?8

Digital Start-​Ups

In recent years, a new crop of digital start-​ups—​including the previously 
mentioned BuzzFeed, Vox, and Vice—​have burst on to the media scene. 
On the surface, their appearance seemed to suggest a greater abundance of 
media outlets and consumer choices. But the gloss of diversity masks an un-
derlying uniformity in media ownership and control. A number of scholars 
and journalists have pointed out that in many media sectors, ownership con-
centration is actually increasing, and many of these new entities are owned or 
supported by the very legacy media companies they purportedly displace.9 
Indeed, old media and telecommunication giants, including AT&T, Verizon, 
Disney, Comcast, Time Warner, and others, have quietly invested millions of 
dollars into these new outlets, sometimes even buying them outright. Netflix, 
Google, Amazon, and Apple are also increasingly moving into content 
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production and distribution.10 Meanwhile, big media companies continue to 
get bigger via endless mergers and acquisitions.11 In recent years, regulators 
have green-​lighted several mega-​mergers—​such as AT&T and Time Warner 
and Disney and 21st Century Fox—​to create media behemoths. While new 
players occasionally gain footholds on the internet, scholarship has long 
shown that established media corporations dominate online traffic and au-
dience attention (I expand on this point in the next chapter). This concen-
tration of power challenges the notion that the digital media landscape has 
elevated new voices and viewpoints.12

Despite significant investment from legacy media and venture capitalists, 
digital start-​ups turned out to be a kind of financial bubble that has steadily 
deflated since 2017. Since then, leading digital news outlets have significantly 
missed quarterly profit expectations, lost the backing of venture capital, and 
laid off many reporters.13 To give just a few examples of this decline: In early 
2018, Vox laid off fifty staffers, representing 5  percent of its workforce.14 
During consecutive weeks in early 2019, Buzzfeed and Vice each laid off well 
over two hundred reporters, respectively 15 and 10 percent of their work 
forces.15 With digital advertising revenue increasingly scarce for all outlets 
other than Google and Facebook, it seems increasingly likely that these pre-
viously celebrated digital outlets lack economic viability for the long term, 
especially at their current size.

The rise and fall of another celebrated digital newcomer, Gawker, brings 
into focus troubling vulnerabilities in the new digital media ecosystem.16 
Gawker appeared to be an exemplar of a new kind of journalism, one that 
could skewer elites as it reaped the fruits of digital advertising. While Gawker 
tended toward sensationalistic and tawdry coverage, it was also capable of 
hard-​hitting reporting. Its general irreverence toward the powerful and fa-
mous led to some independent investigative journalism over the years, such 
as reporting the scandal in which retired General David Petraeus, then di-
rector of the Central Intelligence Agency, leaked classified information to 
his mistress.17 Gawker was also the first major digital media company to 
unionize.18

Then along came Peter Thiel, a libertarian billionaire out of Silicon Valley. 
Thiel, reportedly seeking vengeance for an earlier piece in Gawker about his 
sexual orientation, bankrolled a libel lawsuit by retired professional wrestler 
Hulk Hogan, who himself had been the target of an earlier exposé. The liti-
gation forced Gawker into bankruptcy. As a former Gawker editor succinctly 
put it, the news site folded simply because “one wealthy person maliciously 
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set out to destroy it, spending millions of dollars in secret,” demonstrating 
that there is “no freedom in this world but power and money.”19 Beyond 
raising troubling questions about threats to press freedoms, the Gawker af-
fair revealed US journalism’s powerlessness in the face of billionaires and 
corporations. Monied interests are increasingly determining what is pub-
lishable and what we can see and say in the media.20 Journalism requires 
considerable resources and institutional support, yet good journalism will 
inevitably anger the powerful. What happened to Gawker could conceivably 
happen to any media outlet—​especially smaller, independent organizations 
without access to the finances necessary to fend off lawsuits. Such inequities 
portend a dark future of deferential journalism and unassailable power. Signs 
of economic weakness are no less grim in legacy media.

Legacy Newspapers

The US newspaper industry has been in dramatic freefall in recent years, 
but some patterns have been unfolding for decades. While for many years 
the overall number of US daily newspapers remained relatively stable, the 
number of independent papers fell by nearly 50 percent from 1955–​1985 as 
large newspaper chains acquired them, one by one.21 Such chains were already 
a growing concern by the late nineteenth century, but wealthy individuals or 
families owned and controlled most major magazines and newspapers. From 
roughly 1965 to 2005, however, media ownership increasingly transitioned 
to publicly traded companies that expanded into large chains.22 Newspapers’ 
value increased as they transitioned from family-​owned to publicly traded 
companies with shareholders, which in turn incentivized owners to sell their 
controlling shares to newspaper chains for high profits.23 These chains rap-
idly expanded as they acquired previously independent newspaper compa-
nies. For example, Gannett, one of the largest chains, owns USA Today and 
more than one hundred other daily newspapers.24

While a private company can decide to de-​emphasize profits, a publicly 
traded company is legally obliged to maximize shareholder value. Moreover, 
by the 1990s, investors were increasingly expecting short-​term returns. 
Escalating pressure for strong quarterly earnings encouraged companies to 
cut costs to inflate profits instead of reinvesting in newsgathering capaci-
ties for the long term.25 This focus on commercial value often conflicts with 
journalism’s professional standards, democratic concerns, and commitments 
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to local communities. Some newspapers have mitigated these commer-
cial pressures through different ownership structures. For example, after 
the Washington Post went public in 1971, the longtime family owners (the 
Grahams) continued to control voting stock. Similarly, the New York Times 
has for many years maintained a two-​tiered stock ownership structure that 
gives the Sulzberger family some degree of control.26 Such safeguards can 
buffer news organizations, allowing publishers to absorb short-​term losses 
and avoid cost-​cutting measures. Thus, in some cases, private ownership 
might liberate news organizations from Wall Street’s imperatives.27

Private ownership, however, can also expose media outlets to the same 
pressures as publicly traded companies. In addition to problems with hidden 
political agendas and a lack of transparency, this ownership structure’s ve-
nality can far surpass other models. Exhibit A is one of the fastest-​growing 
forms of media ownership: the private equity firm. Seven such investment 
groups own over a thousand US newspapers (nearly 15 percent of all US pa-
pers).28 Half of the ten largest newspaper owners in the United States are now 
investment firms, including New Media/​Gatehouse, which is in the process 
of merging with Gannett to create a newspaper “megachain,” and Digital 
First Media, which is notorious for acquiring and stripping down papers.29 
As Daniel Kishi, the associate editor of the American Conservative notes, 
these newspaper chains’ absentee owners make decisions that “no longer re-
flect long-​term sustainability, but instead seek to maximize a short-​term re-
turn on investment.”30

Because their primary loyalties are to their shareholders and not to local 
communities, these investment firms can aggressively buy up and then 
bleed out already-​suffering newspaper companies before harvesting them 
for parts. An exposé in the Nation revealed that Wall Street tycoon Randall 
Smith, owner of the hedge fund Digital First Media, acquired and gutted 
scores of hometown papers across the United States to amass the $57 mil-
lion he spent on sixteen mansions in Palm Beach, Florida. The article argued 
that such firms qualify as “vulture funds” because they target bankrupt and 
struggling companies “to invest in at rock-​bottom prices.” After finding 
ways “to squeeze out maximum profit, from cutting costs to collecting debt 
repayments at high interest rates . . . they leave the bones behind as they fly off 
in search of the next opportunity.”31 The newspaper economist Ken Doctor 
noted that Alden Global Capital, the majority owner of Digital First, was 
“wrecking” local journalism as it pulled in a whopping 17 percent operating 
margin and profits of almost $160 million in its 2017 fiscal year—​far beyond 
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what its peers were accumulating.32 The Washington Post reported that the 
hedge fund’s “mercenary strategy” entailed first slashing photographers, 
reporters, and editors, and then selling off newspapers’ real estate, including 
their office buildings and printing plants.33

In the spring of 2018, this predatory behavior culminated with Denver 
Post journalists staging an “open revolt” against their owner, Digital First.34 
They published a brave editorial indicting the hedge fund for mismanaging 
the paper, lamenting that “the fracturing of newsrooms” has encouraged 
“political interests to lavish investments in echo-​chamber outlets that merely 
seek to report from biased perspectives, leaving the hollowed-​out shells of 
newsrooms loyal to traditional journalistic values to find their voice in the 
maelstrom.” If newsroom owners see profits as their only goal, the editorial 
continued, “quality, reliability, and accountability suffer.” Therefore, “The 
course correction” for “communities across the land” requires “owners com-
mitted to serving their readers and viewers and users.” If, as many assume, 
the Denver Post soon becomes “rotting bones,” a “major city in an important 
political region will find itself without a newspaper.”35

Fears that had once seemed hyperbolic are now a distinct reality. In 2009, 
before the Rocky Mountain News closed, Denver had around six hundred 
print journalists. After this recent round of layoffs, the city had fewer than 
seventy reporters.36 Going forward, the situation in Denver is a case study of 
what happens when society treats newsrooms like devalued commodities in-
stead of essential public services. These ownership trends have escalated over 
the past several decades, further reducing accountability to the local com-
munities that newspapers purportedly serve. And this situation will likely 
only worsen in the coming years as investment firms, understanding there is 
no long-​term profitable future for newspapers, will continue to bleed them 
dry. In early 2019, Digital First sought to also acquire the Gannett newspaper 
chain, which caused universal condemnation.37

Over the past decade, newspapers’ era of high profits ended dramati-
cally, as advertising revenue rapidly declined and the dominant commercial 
model collapsed. This has been a staggering descent for an industry that was, 
until relatively recently, making obscene amounts of money. In the 1980s 
and 1990s, most large newspaper companies had profit margins exceeding 
20 percent; advertising revenue continued to climb steadily into the 2000s. 
Indeed, until about 2005, newspaper companies were incredibly profitable, 
maintaining 20 to 30—​sometimes as high as 40—​percent profit margins.38 
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But because US newspapers relied on advertising revenue for roughly 80 per-
cent of their aggregate revenues, they were particularly vulnerable to spe-
cific kinds of market fluctuations and failures.39 This structural vulnerability 
helps explain why the US newspaper industry is suffering more than many of 
its international counterparts.

Death by a Thousand Paper Cuts

While several high-​profile newspaper closures have received the most 
attention—​especially in the few remaining two-​paper cities—​the journalism 
crisis has hurt all papers. Leading national papers such as the New York Times 
and the Washington Post have bounced back—​even reporting profits in re-
cent years.40 Indeed, the divide between the haves and have-​nots is evident 
with the big three—​the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Wall 
Street Journal—​prospering, while nearly all other newspapers flounder.41 
Smaller-​circulation papers serving mid-​sized cities, community papers, and 
large metro areas outside of Washington and New York have all continued to 
lose paid circulation for years.42 As circulation falls, the number of bankrupt-
cies climbs. Among the nation’s top one hundred newspapers, twenty-​two 
filed for bankruptcy between 2005 and 2015.43

A number of these outlets—​again, these are newspapers that ranked in 
the top one hundred by circulation only fifteen years ago—​have ceased 
publication entirely, merged with other newspapers, reduced home de-
livery, or have gone online-​only, cutting all but a handful of staff. As a re-
sult, residents of major US cities, including Birmingham, Cleveland, 
Detroit, and Pittsburgh, no longer have a daily home-​delivered newspaper. 
When newspapers cease their print operation and go online-​only, much 
of their audience simply disappears—​or at least their audience’s attention 
disappears—​as their degraded product is forced to compete with innumer-
able online content creators. A  study that examined the British general-​
interest newspaper the Independent, for example, found that the total time 
its audience spent with its content fell by 81 percent after the transition to a 
web-​based format, suggesting significant differences in the habits of online 
and print readers.44 A related problem is that once a paper goes online in 
the United States, it immediately runs up against a still-​significant digital 
divide (a point I return to in the next chapter). One study found that after 
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a century-​old, small-​town paper closed, residents faced many problems 
accessing the new digital-​only alternative, which eventually succumbed to 
public pressure and began printing hard copies of its paper.45 Newspapers’ 
digital transition has also led to a decrease in the quality of information that 
they publish. A study led by media studies scholar Vicki Mayer tracked the 
content of the Times-​Picayune newspaper from before it reduced home de-
livery through its move to an online-​only newspaper in 2011, finding that 
the web-​based version of the newspaper featured more soft news stories and 
contained fewer sources.46

The number of papers cutting home delivery or going online-​only will 
undoubtedly expand in the coming years, as will bankruptcies. In 2017, 
high-​profile papers, such as Alaska’s largest newspaper and an award-​
winning newspaper in West Virginia, have gone bankrupt.47 More re-
cently, the hundred-​and-​fifty-​year old Reading Eagle in Pennsylvania filed 
for bankruptcy.48 No evidence suggests that the trend of bankruptcy and 
online-​only publication is slowing down; if anything, it is only acceler-
ating.49 The long-​time journalism observer and director of the Nieman 
Journalism Lab, Joshua Benton, astutely observes that “the story of the 
last decade-​plus hasn’t been about mass closures—​it’s been about mass 
shrinkage.”50 While actual closures have been relatively modest and con-
sistent (so far), he observes that with each year “just about every daily 
paper has gotten smaller—​smaller newsroom, smaller budgets, smaller 
print runs, smaller page counts  .  .  .  It’s death by a thousand paper cuts.” 
With daily print newspaper subscribers either moving to digital formats or 
literally dying off, he argues, the inevitable not-​too-​distant future will see 
the “print costs” and “print revenues” lines on an accountant’s projection 
sheet intersect. At that point, Benton notes, “it’ll be time to stop the presses 
for good.” Newspapers will then face the option of either going online-​only 
or shutting down entirely.

Many newspapers have responded to these economic pressures with ag-
gressive layoffs. The American Society of News Editors estimated that from 
2005 to 2015 the number of people employed by the news industry declined 
by nearly 40 percent.51 In 2016, the organization announced it would stop 
estimating the number of jobs lost. Similarly, the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
found that newspaper publishers have lost over half of their employees since 
2001.52

Another much-​maligned contributor to journalism’s demise is Craigslist 
and its free classified advertising model, which singlehandedly wiped out a 
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major revenue source for newspapers. However, this blow to newspapers’ 
business model was only one visible manifestation of a deeper problem, a 
pre-​existing structural vulnerability with the commercial model. Even if 
Craigslist never existed, there is simply no reliable business model as readers 
and advertisers move online where the vast majority of digital advertising 
revenue—​again, only a fraction of its print counterpart—​is siphoned off to 
online platforms and search engines that host links to the original news con-
tent. Monopolistic internet firms such as Google and Facebook increasingly 
serve as consumers’ point of entry to this news content. This “duopoly” is 
now collecting around 85 percent of every new dollar spent on digital ad-
vertising.53 With the newspaper industry losing tens of billions of dollars in 
annual advertising revenue since 2000, it is safe to assume that these revenue 
streams will never return.

Newspaper companies have attempted to compensate for lost revenues by 
ruthlessly cutting costs, but it is unclear how much more there is to cut. Cost-​
cutting is a short-​term tactic with long-​term negative consequences. The 
media economist Ken Doctor notes that, as a general strategy, cost-​cutting 
measures create a vicious cycle: “As publishers cut back on newsprint, cutting 
sections and pages, they worsened their value proposition with their best and 
most loyal, high-​paying customers: their print subscribers.” As newspapers 
continue to decrease in quality—​filling their pages with more advertising, 
syndicated news, and fluffy human-​interest stories—​the incentive for actu-
ally buying a paper attenuates over time. Doctor warns, “Even subscribers 
who were loyal for decades are cancelling.”54 And there is evidence to bear 
this out. Public opinion data suggest that US readers have noticed the 
industry’s cutbacks and responded accordingly by no longer paying for these 
services. For example, a 2013 Pew study found that 31 percent of people sur-
veyed reported deserting a particular news outlet because of its degraded 
news and information.55

This death spiral seemingly has no end. As I noted in the introduction to 
this book, in 2016, after showing how daily circulation, advertising revenue, 
and newsroom staffing had all significantly fallen since the previous year, the 
Pew Research Center concluded that the industry may have crossed “a point 
of no return.”56 If the collapse of journalism is truly imminent, it is a serious 
social problem worthy of a national conversation, but no such conversation 
has occurred. In the meantime, deep structural pathologies endemic to com-
mercial journalism are manifesting in a myriad of ways, all to democracy’s 
detriment.
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Symptoms of Journalism’s Degradation

With the slow-​but-​sure collapse of its business model, a number of symptoms 
have become increasingly visible, especially as some news organizations 
double down on an ever-​failing advertising revenue model. These problems 
fall into several categories: specific social harms associated with new virulent 
types of advertising; the rise of news deserts and news divides; and an overall 
growing precarity in news labor.

The Harms of Digital Advertising

News organizations continue to seek ways to maximize advertising revenue, 
even as its efficacy becomes increasingly dubious. This endless pursuit of in-
creasingly elusive profits encourages “clickbait,” a slavish devotion to news 
metrics, and other practices that further degrade journalism. The rise of 
clickbait recalls similar problems associated with yellow journalism 125 years 
ago. One prominent historian of this period has noted how journalists wrote 
stories “as ‘written bait,’ to make the public take in ads.”57 Similar practices 
today reflect digital news outlets’ need to tailor their content in ways that 
capture users’ attention and generate advertising revenue.58

Recent research indicates that commercial news organizations are relying 
on social media—​especially Facebook—​to reach audiences.59 Increasingly, 
monopolistic internet firms such as Google and Facebook serve as 
consumers’ point of entry. This shift has reshaped journalism in profound 
ways.60 Journalism’s overreliance on Facebook, in particular, has several 
troubling consequences. In an interview with the Shorenstein Center, the 
media studies scholar Siva Vaidhyanathan noted, “Editors and designers 
are constantly making decisions based on what works on Facebook, so they 
choose images and write headlines to pander to Facebook’s algorithms and 
the behavior of Facebook users.” According to Vaidhyanathan, “the more 
that journalists pander to Facebook . . . the more that Facebook becomes the 
governing mechanism to journalism.” At the same time, he notes, journalists 
feed the beast that is cutting off their sustenance. While Facebook pockets 
most of the money, “journalistic outlets create more content for Facebook 
and sometimes pay Facebook to promote it. It’s all absurd.”61

Vaidhyanathan and other critics point out that this exploitative re-
lationship pervades every aspect of news labor and content—​from the 
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nature of media work to how journalists frame stories. Reporters inter-
nalize an almost-​instinctual awareness that some stories and images are 
better suited than others for capturing attention on Facebook. Facebook’s 
position as the sole portal to millions of readers forces journalists—​many 
of whom are facing intense job insecurity—​into tailoring their reporting 
according to clickbait criteria. Moreover, editors reinforce this unhealthy 
dependence by constantly informing reporters how their work is per-
forming on Facebook so that journalists have real-​time analytics flashing 
across their screens. Some newsrooms even display wall-​mounted data 
dashboards—​essentially scoreboards—​displaying the social media met-
rics of specific stories, creating a perverse obsession over audience 
analytics provided by platforms such as Chartbeat, Parse.ly or Google an-
alytics.62 These dynamics encourage journalists to produce controversial 
and sensational content, priming more people to engage with and argue 
over stories. Generating controversy in turn generates more advertising 
revenue—​which mostly goes to Facebook instead of the journalists who 
create the content.63

Online news outlets increasingly rely on these metrics to provide incessant 
feedback about how well particular stories fare on social media. Although the 
constant measurement has had a detrimental effect on journalistic routines, 
some observers have rosily suggested that this practice allows journalists to 
become more attuned and responsive to their audiences’ desires—​in a sense, 
democratizing the news. However, others have shown that the use of news 
metrics can be stressful and demoralizing for journalists. Media sociologist 
Caitlin Petre argues that such metrics are a vivid manifestation of how inten-
sified commercial pressures are restructuring newsrooms in profound ways. 
She found that these audience analytics extract increased productivity in 
news workers while overshadowing other kinds of evaluations—​such as nor-
mative objectives for advancing a social mission—​that are not easily meas-
urable.64 Other analyses reveal how such metrics ultimately force reporters 
to pander to their readers’ passing whims, treating audiences as apolitical 
entertainment seekers rather than engaged citizens of a democratic society. 
One careful study on the ethics of web metrics for journalism systematically 
shows how this market-​based approach to journalism privileges soft news, 
conflates consumer choice with democratic needs, and reduces audience en-
gagement to a commercial transaction. The study concludes by reminding us 
that “journalism serves a purpose above and beyond its immediate commer-
cial audience.”65
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Digital advertising degrades journalism beyond the search for clickbait 
and eyeballs. Even more troubling than the constant bombardment of an-
noying pop-​up ads is news organizations’ frequent practice of deceptive and 
invasive forms of advertising. “Native advertising,” a phrase sometimes used 
interchangeably with “branded journalism” and “sponsored content,” has be-
come a revenue mainstay for both new digital outlets such as Buzzfeed and 
older, more established magazines, such as the Atlantic. Blurring the divide 
between news and advertising, these practices range from the mostly innoc-
uous “infomercial” to a more problematic variety of corporate propaganda. 
Whereas news organizations historically worked with outside advertising 
firms, today’s media companies are increasingly crafting their own adver-
tising in-​house to better coordinate with their news content. At the behest of 
particular brands, Buzzfeed’s own “BuzzFeed Creative,” a prominent source 
of the company’s revenue, is dedicated to creating custom video and list-​style 
advertising that resembles its editorial content.66 An exposé of New  York 
Times’ shop T Brand Studio revealed that advertisers are constantly pushing 
the Times to coordinate “with the newsroom in deeper and more complex 
ways” and that publishers are partnering with advertisers to customize con-
tent “without being transparent to readers about these deals.”67

In some ways, so-​called “native advertising” is as old as commer-
cial advertising. One of the first policy battles over misinformation, the 
Newspaper Publicity Act of 1912, focused on “disguised advertisements” in 
newspapers.68 Early commercial radio broadcasters surreptitiously adver-
tised products during its regular programming, which was sponsored by 
specific companies (hence the term “soap operas”), sometimes even running 
radio advertisements that mimicked newscasts.69 Nonetheless, the accept-
able norms for bounding advertising have shifted dramatically in recent years 
as media companies seek new revenue sources. While the ethical barrier 
between journalism’s editorial and advertising divisions—​metaphorically 
called the church/​state divide and the much-​vaunted “Chinese wall”—​was 
always imperfect, this construct has abruptly collapsed.

To give a sense of how quickly this shift occurred, consider an incident 
from the spring of 2009. The Los Angeles Times caused a huge controversy 
when it crafted a front-​page advertisement about NBC’s show “Southland” 
that resembled a news column. At the time, readers widely ridiculed the de-
cision, seeing it as a shocking move by one of the nation’s major reputable 
papers. The New York Times reported that it “raised questions about how far 
newspapers would go to please advertisers.”70 From today’s perspective, we 
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can see that it was a harbinger of things to come. Within a few years, such 
practices had become the new normal, with media organizations blurring 
the boundaries between news and advertising, and corporations even cre-
ating their own media outlets. The Washington Post reported that “Dozens 
of companies, including Boeing, General Electric, Pepsi, American Express 
and Verizon Wireless, are becoming their own publishers, creating and dis-
tributing ‘content’—​articles, videos, photos—​that would be right at home 
in a traditional newspaper, magazine, or TV program.” The article noted 
that this new kind of publishing “doesn’t just blur the line between jour-
nalism and product promotion—​it all but obliterates it.” The article quoted 
a Verizon spokesman who said: “We don’t see our jobs as being P.R. people 
anymore. We see our jobs as publishers  .  .  .  [who] compete against [the 
news].”71 Verizon’s short-​lived faux news outlet “SugarString” did exactly 
that by providing its own version of “brand publishing” that tried to pass 
as just another tech-​focused news outlet—​though it reportedly forbade its 
writers to discuss such politically fraught topics as net neutrality and gov-
ernment surveillance.72

These increasingly common forms of advertising are deeply problem-
atic.73 They deliberately blur the distinction between news and advertising, 
with the difference typically indicated only in small print. However, studies 
consistently show that the majority of readers miss such statements and are 
unaware that they are reading advertising-​driven content.74 Ethical concerns 
about misinformation, public trust, and social responsibility are rising to the 
fore, especially as native advertising becomes more prevalent. Media studies 
scholar Mara Einstein, who has researched this process extensively, finds that 
“covert selling” within online news media is now rampant.75 Bob Garfield, 
another vocal critic, notes that native advertising amounts to a “Faustian 
bargain,” nothing more than “the latest gimmick for infusing a dying old in-
dustry (and a sickly new one) with desperately needed cash.”76

In 2015, the FTC briefly scrutinized such practices, but the agency has 
taken little concrete action beyond providing guidelines and calling for 
greater self-​regulation.77 Native advertising’s defenders argue that readers 
are generally not concerned about where content comes from, as long as it 
is good, informative, or funny. Despite such self-​serving rationalizations, 
obfuscating the source of news content—​a telltale sign of propaganda—​is al-
ways dangerous for a democratic society. Deception is inherent to this kind 
of advertising. Determining appropriate standards—​or whether such adver-
tising should be allowed at all—​requires public scrutiny and debate.
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Online media, like print media before them, continue to face various 
types of market censorship stemming from advertisers’ influence on news 
content and commentary. This long-​standing tension broke through the 
surface when Buzzfeed took down an article written by a journalist who 
had criticized a Dove advertising campaign. Management removed the ar-
ticle because it ran afoul of the perceived interests of Dove’s parent company 
Unilever, a major advertiser on Buzzfeed. The editor determined that the crit-
ical article had the wrong “tone” for the section in which it was published.78 
This “Dovegate” episode gives the lie to the argument that we have nothing 
to fear from advertisers’ influence on digital journalism. Beyond misleading 
readers, native advertising may subtly skew media content in general toward 
pro-​corporate narratives.

The Dove episode stands out for its overt censorship, but the increasingly 
cozy relationship between advertisers and news organizations invites less ob-
vious forms of self-​censorship and editorial decisions that distort public dis-
course around important and controversial issues. Journalists may learn not 
to take on stories that they know will challenge the commercial interests of 
their news organization. As the distinctions between advertising and news 
operations continue to blur, and the marketing office has more sway over 
news reporting, we can expect more of these controversies in the future. This 
shift in the economics of digital news should force journalists—​and society 
as a whole—​to have a serious conversation about the changing relationship 
between legitimate news and advertising.

Advertising that relies on invasive behavioral tracking and surveillance is 
arguably even more ethically dubious than these already troubling practices. 
A study I conducted with computer scientist Tim Libert shows how news 
organizations are among the worst culprits in exposing their digital readers 
to third-​party advertisers and data brokers. We found that browsing news-​
related websites exposed readers to more than twice as much tracking as 
the rest of the web, with an average of nineteen third parties compared to an 
overall average on non-​news websites of eight third parties.79 On the day that 
we conducted our study, the New York Times subjected readers—​most likely 
without their knowledge—​to forty-​four third-​parties.80

This invisible network of trackers routinely captures information from in-
ternet users as they visit news sites, allowing companies to create consumer 
profiles by monitoring which pages its readers visit. While many of these sites 
may be innocuous, it is likely that some are not, and oversight is almost non-
existent. We found that in some cases, news sites leaked readers’ information 
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to such data brokers as Experian and Acxiom. These companies sell per-
sonal information and bundle people into consumer “segments,” with cat-
egories ranging from “Power Elite” and “American Royalty” to “Small Town 
Shallow Pockets” and “Urban Survivors.”81 Without proper regulation that 
mandates disclosure and transparency, these companies can effectively use 
consumer data however they wish. Although these firms typically claim not 
to sell “personally identifiable information,” there are well-​founded fears that 
“anonymous” data can be combined with other information, such as email 
addresses, that link back to real names. In addition to violating personal pri-
vacy protections, this kind of data manipulation can be used to target spe-
cific demographics and discriminate against minorities and other vulnerable 
groups. Nonetheless, the vast majority of readers make these transactions 
unwittingly, routinely sacrificing their privacy to read news for “free.”82

Libert and I  likened surveillance-​funded journalism to a villainous 
“clown car” of trackers driving into your living room to issue an endless pa-
rade of marketers hopping out and competing with each other to peek over 
your shoulder while you read news online.83 Some readers have defended 
themselves by deploying ad-​blocking software. In response, publishers have 
decried ad blockers as “unethical,” even arguing that blocking ads is equiva-
lent to stealing content—​that, by not allowing themselves to be subject to ad-
vertising, readers are not “paying” for journalism. The CEO of the Interactive 
Advertising Bureau has claimed that “ad blocking is robbery” that could lead 
to an “internet apocalypse.” Nonetheless, twenty-​six percent of users report-
edly are now blocking ads.84 By attempting to block the blockers, publishers 
instigated an unwinnable war with readers.

The future of such unethical advertising may become even more insidious 
as news organizations develop more covert and sophisticated methods, such 
as targeting people based on their emotions.85 Data scientists are designing 
predictive algorithms for news publishers based on the findings that articles 
eliciting feelings of “love, sadness and fear, performed significantly better 
than articles that were not.”86 With an increasing number of news outlets 
tailoring advertising to mesh with “psychographic” instead of demographic 
information, Emily Bell, director of the Tow Center for Digital Journalism, 
rightly notes that the “implications of targeting based on mood and attitude 
remain troublingly creepy.”87 Once again, these practices suggest that the 
digital advertising industry deserves much closer regulatory oversight.

Despite all of the evidence that the digital advertising model was unsus-
tainable, many news organizations have doubled-​down on a failed revenue 
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strategy in recent years. At times, media companies have seemed to shift 
from advertising-​supported journalism to journalism-​supported adver-
tising. While some news organizations are supposedly trying to rely less on 
digital advertising revenue, these practices remain a persistent scourge in 
need of public discussion and regulatory intervention. Given that behavioral 
advertising and surveillance have become the commercial internet’s core 
business model, it is deeply problematic that the future of the press has been 
pegged to such unprincipled practices.

Precarity of Journalistic Labor

As news organizations cut costs and chase ever-​diminishing revenues, 
increasing austerity translates to not only fewer jobs, but also lower-​paid 
jobs with fewer—​if any—​benefits. Deteriorating news work conditions are 
rising in tandem with an increasing dependency on volunteer and casualized 
labor. In the midst of all of this, newsrooms are asking journalists to do 
more with less time and fewer resources. Dean Starkman famously likened 
this news work to the “hamster wheel,” and others have referred to it as the 
“hamsterization” of journalism, by which news workers have to continuously 
take on more digital labor. This growing precarity has been accompanied by 
a wide variety of new methods to phase out full-​time journalists, including 
a greater reliance on freelancers, interns, and even robots.88 Meanwhile, 
business advisers and media pundits counsel news organizations to be more 
nimble, lean, and efficient. Tapping into libertarian ideas that the market is 
infallible and government has no role in ameliorating social problems, such 
discourses mask the material reality of economic distress and worsening 
work conditions.

The casualization of journalistic labor has also created legions of semi-​
employed news workers who must spend much of their time simply looking 
for short-​term writing gigs. What communication scholar Nicole Cohen 
calls “entrepreneurial journalism” has become the only option for many 
struggling freelancers. Discourse around this phenomenon, she writes, 
“promotes a notion of the enterprising individual journalist forging a ca-
reer for herself through practices of self-​branding and self-​employment and 
learning to be adaptable, flexible, and self-​sufficient.”89 This growing reliance 
on short-​term assignments and piecework creates many new challenges for 
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journalists around contracts that often devalue their labor and deprive them 
of copyright protections for their work.90

Growing casualization and precarity in news labor is also becoming more 
prevalent in international journalism. When news organizations dismantle 
foreign bureaus and disinvest in international news coverage, they must rely 
more on stringers and freelance reporters who receive little institutional 
and financial support.91 Much of what we know about the Middle East and 
other dangerous war zones around the world comes from brave freelance 
reporters and photojournalists on the frontlines of conflict. Yet this kind of 
journalism has become increasingly difficult and dangerous, with many free-
lance journalists taken captive, injured, or killed each year.92 The beheading 
of journalist James Foley was one particularly gruesome case that attracted 
much public attention, but a little-​discussed context was that he was a free-
lancer working under precarious conditions.93

With no clear career paths in traditional journalism, many would-​be or 
former journalists are turning to public relations or other kinds of corpo-
rate communications jobs, which usually come with greater job security 
and higher pay. Just a decade ago, the ratio of public relations workers to 
journalists was already an alarming three to one. By 2014, the ratio was a 
staggering five to one, with more recent calculations placing it at six to one. 
It is hard to blame journalists when, on average, they earn two-​thirds of what 
those in public relations make.94

As with many social maladies, these deteriorating working conditions for 
journalists disproportionately affect people of color and women.95 For ex-
ample, multiple inequity studies of major newspapers found glaring pay gaps 
within newsrooms between men and women and whites and people of color. 
At the New York Times, on average women make 91 percent of the men’s sal-
aries, while people of color make 88 percent of what their white colleagues 
make in the newsroom.96 Another study by the Women’s Media Center 
found significant gender disparities in bylines, with men writing 69 percent 
of newswire bylines (AP and Reuters), 60 percent of online news, and 59 per-
cent of print news.97 Stronger public interest protections—​including those 
that incentivize newsrooms to look like the communities they are serving—​
could reduce these racial and gender divides.

In recent years, increasing numbers of journalists, particularly those 
working in digital newsrooms, have unionized in attempts to push back 
against many of these trends. Over the past several years, such digital 
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outlets as HuffPost, Salon, Slate, Daily Beast, Intercept, Root, Vice, Vox and 
many others have unionized—​all told, more than two thousand editorial 
employees.98 At the time of this writing, news media workers have won union 
recognition at about thirty digital news sites and a handful of traditional 
newsrooms since 2015.99 They have achieved this through a combination of 
traditional and new organizing strategies.100 These trends draw from a long 
history of labor activism in newsrooms, going back to the Newspaper Guild 
in the 1930s. Then as now, unions are an important bulwark against com-
mercial logics that commodify journalism and treat workers like hamsters in 
running wheels, forced to pursue impossible profits.

Loss of Public Service Journalism and the Rise 
of News Deserts

Concern about the loss of particular kinds of valuable journalism has 
grown more acute as commercial pressures continue to hollow out media 
institutions. These widening gaps in reporting, or “news deserts,” often af-
flict news beats at the state and local levels, where entire geographic areas 
and particular policy issues lack coverage.101 Examining data from a variety 
of sources, Penelope Muse Abernathy, an expert on journalism and digital 
media economics at the University of North Carolina, has found that about 
1,800 local papers have closed or merged since 2004, leaving significant 
expanses of the United States with little local coverage.102 She continues to 
track the expansion of these deserts, finding that (as of 2018) 171 US counties 
do not have a local newspaper and nearly half of all counties have only one 
paper (often a weekly).103 Furthermore, she argues, the papers that survive 
are mostly run by skeleton crews of downsized staff who barely keep afloat 
what are essentially “ghost newspapers.”104

Moreover, research shows that even purportedly local news is often not 
local at all. A  comprehensive study of community newspapers across the 
country led by Philip Napoli shows that only 17 percent of stories published 
by local outlets actually cover events that occurred in close proximity to the 
paper’s home.105 Over half of these news reports originated elsewhere, often 
provided by a wire service such as the AP. Napoli found that segments of local 
television news are often derived from repurposed content originally pro-
duced by a parent network. The study also found an overall lack of substance, 
with only 56 percent of all local reports addressing a critical informational 
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need, such as reports on infrastructure and crime coverage. Much reporting 
instead focused on sports stories and celebrity gossip, and only 11 percent of 
examined news stories could be considered locally produced, original, and 
addressing substantive public interest-​oriented news. Of the one hundred 
communities that the researchers examined in a week-​long period, twenty 
received no local news stories, twelve received no original stories, and eight 
received no stories addressing critical information needs.106 These findings 
are also consistent with studies showing an alarming loss of statehouse 
reporters. For example in 2014, 86 percent of local television stations lacked a 
single reporter at the state capitol.107

Another destructive trend is the dismantling of newspapers’ Washington 
bureaus. Erica Martinson was the sole reporter for the Anchorage Daily News 
Washington Bureau when she was laid off on September 11, 2018. Martinson 
had covered important stories about how federal laws passed in DC would 
affect the people of Alaska, including whether the Alaska delegation was 
voting for bills that would cost local jobs. The last reporter for the entire state 
of Alaska covering political news in Washington is Liz Ruskin, a public radio 
reporter. Upon hearing the news of Erica’s dismissal, Ruskin said she by her-
self could never “replace the reach of a state’s paper of record.”108

It is difficult to ascertain exactly what is not being covered and what we are 
losing as a society when journalism withers away. But numerous cases of key 
journalists and entire news teams losing their jobs indicates their irreplace-
ability, especially during times of crisis when they are most needed. For ex-
ample, by the time Hurricane Florence touched down in the Carolinas in the 
fall of 2018, the Raleigh News Observer had been reduced to a mere shell of 
its former self. The same paper that won accolades and was a Pulitzer Prize 
finalist for its coverage of Hurricane Floyd nineteen years earlier had lost 
75 percent of the reporters it had in 1999 when Hurricane Florence struck. 
Such a decreased capacity greatly hindered journalists’ ability to cover the 
storm and its aftermath.109

Similar deficits have emerged even in large cities such as New York City. 
After The Daily News laid off half its newsroom in July 2018, the vast borough 
of Brooklyn no longer received daily coverage. Although, as the Atlantic re-
ported, a group of scrappy community journalists are trying to cover the 
area, their efforts are no substitute for having dedicated reporters on the daily 
beat. The month after the Daily News collapsed, the famous Village Voice 
shuttered its online publication, having closed its print operations the year 
before. The previous November, the billionaire owner of Gothamist and DNA 
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info, Joe Ricketts, shut down the outlets just days after both newsrooms had 
voted to unionize.110

One of the economic challenges facing local news in small towns and 
large cities alike is that, beyond the immediate locale, there often is not a 
large enough audience to financially support local coverage, especially as it 
is cut back and further diminished. Nonetheless, lack of profitability should 
not dictate its existence. Local reporters play the vitally important role 
of “bearing witness” and it is socially beneficial to have them posted in all 
neighborhoods. Just having reporters on the scene can change the way that 
authorities operate, making them more accountable, especially in situations 
involving marginalized populations who often lack institutional support and 
political representation. This “observer effect” helps journalists advocate for 
vulnerable segments of the public.111 With issues such as police brutality, un-
fair housing policies, health and safety, and other critically important types 
of information, such reporting is invaluable for local communities, particu-
larly those who historically have been disempowered.

These concerns are especially poignant given that news deficits dis-
proportionately affect communities of color and lower socioeconomic 
neighborhoods. Media researcher Alex Williams has studied a phenom-
enon he refers to as “news redlining,” in which news gaps reflect pre-​existing 
economic and racial inequities.112 Similarly, another study found “jour-
nalism divides” that reflected patterns akin to “digital divides” in which 
low-​income groups, communities of color, and rural locales were far more 
disadvantaged in terms of access to reliable local news relative to other 
segments of the population.113 Other scholars have found similar informa-
tion inequalities present in poor communities, which translates to lower 
quantities and qualities of “accountability journalism” for low-​income 
Americans, rendering them more susceptible to deception.114 Ultimately, 
these divides do not simply reflect pre-​existing inequities, but also reinforce 
and reproduce them.

While growing swaths of Americans lack access to high-​quality jour-
nalism, it is readily available for those who can afford it. This widening 
gap is especially true for policy reporting. At a time when cash-​strapped 
newspapers are dismantling their Washington bureaus, specialized 
trade publications and members-​only niche outlets are flourishing 
in the nation’s capital. These publications rely on elite clientele—​often 
companies and law firms—​who are willing to pay thousands of dollars 
for subscriptions. A  Washington Monthly article noted that while this 
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high-​quality information is fenced off behind paywalls, the seemingly 
ubiquitous political news flashing across the screens of televisions and 
devices that most Americans consume almost never focuses on how 
power actually operates. Stories that do cover power include the “day-​
to-​day inner workings of government—​the slow, steady development of 
policy in Congress, in the administration, and in the independent regu-
latory agencies, and how those policies are implemented.” This kind of 
news media coverage should inform everyone’s voting habits, but it is 
available only for those who can pay hefty fees, while becoming increas-
ingly scarce for everyone else. The article concludes with a grim obser-
vation: “Policy journalism in Washington is thriving. It’s just not being 
written for you, and you’re probably never going to read it.”115

Despite all these problems and injustices, newspapers continue to play a 
vitally central role within the entire US media system—​even as the market 
afflicts profound violence on the industry. With the growing demolition of 
advertising-​supported news, the ongoing search for new profitable business 
models has eluded even the most entrepreneurial start-​ups. Nevertheless, re-
gardless of whether public service journalism is profitable, democracy still 
depends on it. For over a decade, this quandary has driven a desperate search 
for alternative funding mechanisms for journalism.

Alternatives to the Advertising Revenue Model

Back in 2011—​already several years into the modern journalism crisis—​
Robert McChesney and I  gathered together essays by leading analysts to 
make sense of the crisis and propose solutions. From this collection, cheer-
fully titled Will the Last Reporter Please Turn out the Lights, four general 
models emerged:  paywalls; citizen journalism; support from benevolent 
billionaires, foundations, or nonprofits; and public media. Many of these 
areas overlap—​nonprofit models, for example, can be supported by paying 
members, backed by foundations, and run by citizens—​and the categories 
have morphed and evolved. Today, few people would still suggest that cit-
izen journalism in the form of blogs or social media can sufficiently supplant 
older forms of journalism. And it now makes sense to talk about “mem-
bership models” as something distinct from paywalls. Nonetheless, this ty-
pology has remained remarkably constant overall. I address each model in 
the following sections.
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Paywalls

A paywall acts as a barrier between an internet user and a news organization’s 
online content.116 To access the content, users must purchase a digital sub-
scription. While most newspapers only began experimenting with this model 
in the past decade, The Wall Street Journal launched the first paywall in 1997. 
Although this early initiative was successful—​at least partly because it pro-
vided expert financial news to an elite audience—​many news outlets hesi-
tated to launch paywalls, fearing they would reduce online readership and 
digital advertising revenue. In 2009, writer David Simon urged publishers to 
embrace the model, arguing that otherwise newspapers were sure to face “the 
slow strangulation of paid, professional journalism.”117

Since the modern journalism crisis erupted over a decade ago, newspapers 
have increasingly turned to this digital subscription model to compensate for 
dwindling advertising revenue. With consecutive years being declared “the 
year of the paywall,” at least one commentator referred to paywalls as a “Hail 
Mary pass” for the industry’s survival, and many analysts see the digital sub-
scription model as newspapers’ last chance at viability.118 Various types of 
publications—​from large national newspapers such as the New York Times 
to smaller papers such as Rhode Island’s Newport Daily News—​increasingly 
implement paywalls. The record thus far has been decidedly mixed; the evi-
dence does not bode well for digital subscriptions saving the entire US news-
paper industry.119 Most outlets that deploy paywalls find that the revenues 
have not come close to offsetting the tremendous losses of print advertising. 
While national papers such as the New York Times have made tremendous 
gains in digital subscription revenue, most US newspapers still rely on other 
means of support.120

Ultimately, paywalls seem to work to varying degrees for some niche news 
outlets, major magazines, and large national newspapers. However, for most 
local and regional outlets they will likely provide at best only a partial so-
lution for finding new revenue sources. Ideally, while journalists should be 
duly compensated for their work, paying for their labor should not rely on 
policing online content or encouraging an already overly commercialized 
media system to become even more so. Moreover, paywalls present several 
often-​overlooked normative concerns: They diminish the positive external-
ities that come with free-​flowing news; they disenfranchise people unable 
to afford the digital subscription cost; and they further inscribe commercial 
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values into newsgathering processes by treating journalism as a commodity 
instead of a public service.121

Other variants on the paywall/​digital subscription model adopt more 
flexible payment schemes, but all share the same conceptual weakness 
of not recouping enough revenue. The BlockChain model, for instance, 
relies on crypto currencies to support news. But the best-​known example, 
the Civil Media Company, after much hype and anticipation, spectac-
ularly failed to attract enough customers in the fall of 2018.122 Another 
model that periodically re-​emerges in future-​of-​news discussions is the 
“micropayments model”—​sometimes referred to as an “iTunes model” or 
a “Spotify model”—​that allows readers to pay for one story at a time.123 
Despite a certain intuitive plausibility, the system seems unlikely to suc-
ceed in the marketplace. It is difficult to make news stories compelling 
enough that people would pay for a one-​off read and, unlike music, it is 
doubtful that many would purchase stories for repeated use. Thus far, few 
viable examples of this model exist.

The “events” model might be considered another variation on the theme. 
In recent years, a number of high-​profile news organizations have begun sel-
ling tickets to special events that feature prominent journalists or discussions 
about particular hot topics. The New Yorker festival, which generates signifi-
cant revenue and even features “native panels,” is one of the more prominent 
examples of this strategy.124 If publicly accessible, these events can help pro-
mote discussion about important issues. But this practice also raises thorny 
ethical questions, as it can stray toward a kind of influence peddling. Beyond 
cozying up too close to the rich and powerful, such events may drive discus-
sion of important political issues out of the public sphere and into a private 
forum of elites.125 For example, the Washington Post garnered much criticism 
in 2009 when then-​publisher Katharine Weymouth attempted to sell access 
to her journalists at off-​the-​record dinners in her own home.126

The endless pursuit of commercial success incentivizes news organizations 
to sacrifice principles for profit, and treat journalism as a product instead of 
a public good or essential service. Moreover, many proponents of these rev-
enue models assume, at least tacitly, that a new commercial formula is still 
out there to be discovered. Media industries, and US society in general, have 
yet to recognize that the massive profits of the commercial model’s heyday 
are simply not coming back. Fortunately, the other major alternatives rely 
more on non-​market-​based support.
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Citizen Journalism and Crowdfunding

One model that has receded somewhat—​or morphed into other variants—​
is what was once called “citizen journalism.” Earlier articulations empha-
sized blogs and social media—​and even earlier were Indymedia centers 
whose slogan was “be the media”—​but today this model often suggests 
crowdsourcing labor and crowdfunding financial support.127 At one time, 
some citizen journalism proponents went so far as to assume that these 
new models would supplant professional news organizations and therefore 
we no longer needed such institutions. Clay Shirky, Yochai Benkler, and 
other early proponents of crowdsourcing models believed that the internet 
could be leveraged to replace professional journalism, but this view has 
faded along with some of the earlier utopian discourses around the demo-
cratic promises of the internet.128 While blogs and other citizen journalism 
initiatives have made—​and continue to make—​important contributions, 
today the focus is less on replacing professionals and more on finding ways 
to help complement and fund working journalists.129 While still mostly ex-
perimental, crowdfunding models continue to attract attention and show 
some promise.130

One successful crowdfunded publication that has been around for decades 
is the New Internationalist magazine based in Oxford, England. The publica-
tion has become one of the world’s largest media cooperatives, with 3,467 co-​
owners, including readers, writers, and supporters who bought shares as part 
of a crowdfunding campaign that raised nearly $900,000.131 Many observers 
of the media landscape are hopeful that increasing numbers of news organ-
izations will adopt this model. The New Revenue Hub, which spun out from 
the Voice of San Diego, is now trying to help small outlets build out their own 
membership programs.132

A variation of the crowdfunding model is the “membership model,” which 
relies on paying members for its revenue. Although the specifics of this 
model can differ, proponents point out that it is less blunt and transactional 
than the paywall model. Members often see themselves buying into a par-
ticular civic vision, and in some cases are even involved with questions of 
governance and choosing what kinds of stories the news outlets cover. If a 
critical mass of the public feels strongly enough about a particular kind of 
journalism, the thinking goes, it will susbisidize it for the rest of us. One com-
pelling exemplar is the Dutch journalism platform De Correspondent, which 
began five years ago with a crowdfunding campaign to “unbreak” the news 
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and is devoted to in-​depth, analytical coverage. Now with more than 60,000 
members, it remains militantly ad-​free.133

The US version—​the Correspondent—​was initially embraced with much 
fanfare. The media expert Jay Rosen, an early proponent, even discussed 
the venture with Trevor Noah on The Daily Show. However, this experiment 
also demonstrated how the high levels of reader trust that such models re-
quire could also be their greatest vulnerability. A controversy erupted in the 
spring of 2019 when it was revealed that the news organization, which had 
conducted an extensive fundraising campaign in the United States, would 
not actually open up an office in the country. Heated debates unfolded 
across Twitter and elsewhere, with many erstwhile supporters, even the 
Correspondent’s first US employee, feeling betrayed.134

Nonetheless, the membership model is worth continued experimenta-
tion. Jay Rosen rightly notes that the model was never purported to be the 
silver bullet solution; rather, it can be part of the answer, one that will re-
quire “trust, transparency and superb media literacy.” Rosen sees its highest 
potential when it is part of a multi-​pronged approach. For a compelling 
example, he points to the British Guardian, which combines subscrip-
tion, donation, membership, and subsidy from an endowment to remain 
sustainable.135

Wealthy Benefactors

With most commercial plans failing, many media organizations are pinning 
their hopes on benevolent billionaires, nonprofits, and foundations. Rich 
benefactors like Laurene Powell Jobs, Jeff Bezos, Craig Newmark, and many 
others have funneled millions of dollars toward bolstering media outlets and 
initiatives. A number of exciting nonprofit ventures have emerged as well.136 
For example, eBay founder Pierre Omidyar has put hundreds of millions of 
dollars into journalism projects such as the 501(c)(3) nonprofit First Look 
Media, the news organization that supports the Intercept and its team of 
investigative reporters, including Glenn Greenwald and Jeremy Scahill. 
Omidyar has promised hundreds of millions of dollars to ensure the website’s 
editorial independence and autonomy. The Omidyar Network’s donations 
have also included millions for the International Consortium of Investigative 
Journalists (ICIJ), the small group that led the explosive Panama Papers 
investigation.
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Another interesting venture launched in early 2016 when Gerry Lenfest, 
the owner of the Philadelphia Media Network (PMN)—​consisting of 
Philadelphia’s two newspapers and a news website—​donated PMN to the 
Lenfest Institute for Journalism, a nonprofit organization with a $20 million 
endowment. This unique structure, technically a “public benefit corporation” 
(a legal designation that incentivizes publishers to make a beneficial impact on 
society while still being for-​profit), preserves editorial influence for PMN.137 It 
allows the news organization to retain its own independent board of directors 
while also permitting the institute to solicit grants to raise funds. The hybrid 
model (its ownership structure is nonprofit, but its newsrooms are still run 
as for-​profits) shields its newsgathering from some commercial pressures.138 
For example, the model frees news organizations to reinvest in newsrooms 
instead of distributing all profits to shareholders. While still in a relatively 
experimental stage, the Lenfest Institute’s unique structural attributes have 
yielded some significant results. The Inquirer has nearly doubled its investi-
gative journalist team from seven to thirteen reporters; created a new two-​
year Lenfest Fellows program that places emerging journalists of color in the 
Inquirer newsroom; and contributed to a number of investigative journalism 
projects in Philadelphia and in the state capital of Harrisburg, including a 
promising project focused on collaborative reporting called Spotlight PA.139

As it becomes increasingly clear that no commercial future exists for 
newspapers, others might choose similar routes. Many observers—​myself 
included—​have long advocated for new tax laws that help incentivize 
newspapers to transition into non-​ or low-​profit institutions. However, even 
though the IRS has increasingly granted approval to news media institutions 
seeking to qualify as nonprofits (and therefore permitted to receive charitable 
contributions and special tax protections according to a 501(c)(3) status), and 
the considerable wait times have gradually lessened, established newspapers 
have not chosen this path.140 This might be finally changing. In a first for a 
legacy newspaper, the Salt Lake Tribune is seeking to become an official non-
profit operation, a “community asset,” sustained by donations. Under this new 
status, which first requires federal approval, a community board of directors 
would likely govern the paper.141 Removing commercial pressures and 
bringing newsroom governance back to the community could greatly benefit 
the struggling newspaper industry if more papers were to follow suit.

These experiments signal a recognition that market forces alone 
cannot support adequate levels of journalism. Indeed, liberation from 
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profit-​maximizing imperatives gives nonprofit media outfits advantages 
over their commercial counterparts. Nonprofits tend to devote a consider-
ably higher proportion of their resources to news operations compared to 
profit-​driven media.142 Ideally, they can focus more on neglected regions 
and issues, including local reporting, statehouse coverage, and hard-​hitting, 
labor-​intensive investigative news—​the kind of journalism that is increas-
ingly scarce. Some proponents see this model as the ideal antidote to the 
failing for-​profit model. Charles Lewis, founder of the Center for Public 
Integrity, one of the country’s oldest nonprofit investigative news organiza-
tions, and more recently the cofounder of the Institute for Nonprofit News 
(INN), believes these organizations will proliferate in the wake of the com-
mercial model’s collapse.143 Evidence suggests that this sector is indeed 
growing, especially in the area of nonprofit digital news sites.

One extensive study conducted by the INN in the fall of 2018 found these 
nonprofit outlets generating annual revenues of $325 to $350 million and 
supporting three thousand staffers, including two thousand and two hun-
dred journalists. This “INN index” also corroborates the advantage that non-
profit news organizations generally hold over their commercial counterparts 
(an advantage that is even greater for digital outlets because their produc-
tion costs are significantly lower than their print counterparts). For instance, 
nonprofits can direct a greater share of their revenues toward editorial opera-
tions. According to the study, these sites devote two-​thirds of their resources 
to reporting and editing, compared to about 15 to 20  percent at legacy 
newspapers.144 The report concluded that these new ventures “have created 
a collective incubator for the future of public service journalism, finding 
new ways to share knowledge, include and engage people in civic life, and 
strengthen our communities.”145

Many other journalistic enterprises funded by foundation grants and 
other nonmarket-​based sources are longstanding. Prime examples include 
the Scott Trust, which owns the Guardian, a leading British newspaper, 
and the Poynter Institute, a nonprofit journalism education and training 
center that owns the Tampa Bay Times and supports the PolitiFact fact-​
checking service. Similar nonprofit models—​or for-​profit ventures owned by 
nonprofits—​exist in various forms elsewhere, including the Christian Science 
Monitor, which belongs to the First Church of Christ; the Manchester, 
New Hampshire, Union Leader; the Day in New London, Connecticut; the 
Delaware State News; and Alabama’s Anniston Star. Other longstanding 
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examples of nonprofit news organizations include Harper’s Magazine, the 
Washington Monthly, Consumer Reports, Ms. Magazine, and Mother Jones.

As I discuss in more detail in chapter 5, the Ford Foundation and other 
large grant-​makers played a key role in creating US public broadcasting. 
More recently, foundation-​funded organizations like ProPublica and The 
Marshall Project have flourished, winning Pulitzer Prizes and other prestig-
ious journalism awards. ProPublica has even expanded to create the Local 
Reporting Network, a collaborative project with local outlets that has already 
generated an impressive body of reporting and will focus on desperately 
needed coverage of statehouses. In 2017, the nonprofit exemplar launched 
ProPublica Illinois, a Chicago-​based investigative newsroom that focuses 
on exposing wrongdoing across the state.146 Another much-​celebrated ex-
ample is the Texas Tribune, which relies on a mix of foundation support, 
membership, events, and corporate sponsorship. These institutions—​along 
with smaller ventures such as the Voice of San Diego and MinnPost, which 
have been around for over a decade and depend on a mix of paid member-
ship and charitable support, and even older initiatives such as the Center for 
Public Integrity and the Center for Investigative Reporting, all exemplify vi-
able nonprofit models.

A more recent crop of local journalism initiatives have emerged in cities, 
such as the City Bureau in Chicago, the City in New York, and Resolve in 
Philadelphia, a collaborative reporting project that produces the economic 
justice-​focused “Broke in Philly” initiative.147 Other interesting experiments 
seek out news gaps in small communities. The Community Impact 
Newspaper, for example, focuses on areas outside of media-​rich cities, in-
cluding Houston, Austin, and Dallas.148 The Daily Yonder, published on the 
web since 2007 by a nonprofit media and advocacy organization, covers is-
sues important to rural communities across the United States.149 Two local 
cooperative projects worthy of attention are the long-​standing Banyan 
Project, founded by Tom Stites in Haverhill, Massachusetts, and the Info 
Districts program based in New Jersey.150

Another noteworthy initiative is Report for America (RFA), a journalism 
nonprofit cofounded by Steve Waldman (author of the FCC report discussed 
in chapter 2), and inspired by AmeriCorps and Teach for America. Having al-
ready placed several reporters in Appalachia during its pilot stage, RFA plans 
to deploy a thousand journalists to understaffed regional newsrooms by 2022 
(it has around sixty as of 2019).151 RFA is one of the more promising models 
to emerge, with a governance structure that has a double firewall between 
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donors and journalists (neither party knows what funding is going to which 
specific reporting).152 Questions remain, however, about whether RFA 
journalists, who residents might see as outsiders, can build trust with local 
communities, especially when they serve only one-​ or two-​year contracts.153 
Yet another promising model is the American Journalism Project (AJP), a 
“venture philanthropy organization” focused on rebuilding local journalism 
and aiding civic news organizations’ capacity to become self-​sustainable. 
Cofounded by the earlier founders of the The Texas Tribune and Chalkbeat, 
AJP has raised $42 million thus far and has established a clear and compel-
ling vision for promoting nonprofit journalism.154 Universities are also grad-
ually becoming more involved with producing original local journalism.155

While all of these experiments—​and many others—​are promising and 
desperately needed, they are still tiny relative to the scope of the problem. 
Support from foundations and benevolent billionaires is not a systemic solu-
tion to a structural crisis. Furthermore, relying on these resources for news 
operations exposes journalism to several specific hazards. For example, 
grants usually come with at least implicit expectations about what kind of 
news the monies will support. Even well-​meaning donors typically focus on 
certain issues while neglecting others. Media scholar Rodney Benson’s re-
search shows that relying on foundation support may put nonprofit news 
outlets under “specific strings and metrics attached to grants,” including 
sunset provisions and the expectation of demonstrable impact.156 Such 
relationships rarely provide long-​term financial security for struggling news 
organizations. Moreover, grants may lead to what journalism scholar Anya 
Schiffrin refers to as “media capture” by foundation donors who are guided 
by specific issue agendas when they support news outlets.157 Foundations 
also shape “philanthro-​journalism” in more subtle ways by defining the 
“boundaries” of journalism.158 Some critics and scholars rightly question 
how different this journalism is in practice from commercialized journalism 
and whether it mainly serves elites.159 But perhaps most importantly, several 
analyses show that there is simply not enough charitable giving to go around. 
A 2014 Pew research report indicated that philanthropic annual giving and 
capital investment in US media organizations account for only $150 million, 
or about 1 percent of overall financial support for news.160 This amount may 
have grown in recent years, but supporting US journalism at a systemic level 
requires tens of billions of dollars.

Ultimately, while the foundation-​support model for journalism has nu-
merous successful exemplars that deserve case-​by-​case evaluation, this 
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model also raises serious concerns. At best, billionaires and foundations can 
save the odd news outlet or create a few new ones, but that alone will not ad-
dress the systemic problems afflicting journalism. Moreover, what might be 
called the “benevolent billionaire model” for supporting journalism begs the 
observation that not all billionaires are benevolent—​some might have ulte-
rior motives, political agendas, and conflicts of interest. The most obvious 
example is Sheldon Adelson, the casino mogul and conservative activist who 
bought the Las Vegas Review-​Journal, Nevada’s largest paper, in 2015. He 
kept the purchase secret at first, and his representatives reportedly pressured 
the newspaper’s staff to cover Adelson and his allies in a positive light.161 
Notorious press barons of yore such as William Randolph Hearst and Robert 
McCormick often weaponized their papers to push far-​right agendas, in-
cluding admiration for Adolf Hitler. Clearly, many potential hazards emerge 
if news outlets become the playthings of billionaires.

Journalism’s financial weakness renders it vulnerable to capture by com-
mercial and political interests. Despite the industry’s rapid devaluation in 
recent years, newspapers still hold significant political power and therefore 
are desirable, easy pickings for rich politicos with personal agendas. With 
corporate “sponsored content” and billionaire-​backed news rushing into 
the vacuum left by professional journalism, the potential for a pay-​to-​play 
“payola society” arises in which inequalities are increasingly inscribed into 
its media system. In this media landscape, marred by digital divides and var-
ious kinds of news redlining, rich people and corporations can say what they 
want, but everyone else is censored by market forces.

Rodney Benson and I  have called this formation the “oligarchy media 
model.”162 Although sometimes relatively benevolent, rich benefactors 
rarely aim to provide news access to all segments of society. Given that media 
owners’ class interests rarely align with those of the working class and the 
poor—​their business model tends to exclude audiences or issues that are 
not easily monetized, thereby skewing coverage (especially for outlets still 
dependent on advertisers, who typically favor content that appeals to high-​
earning demographics). Rather than engaging underserved readers, these 
billionaire-​owned news organizations may actually exacerbate economic and 
racial divides by privileging views more in line with higher socioeconomic 
groups and neoliberal economic policies. This tendency is not that surprising 
since those who have most benefitted from a highly stratified economic 
system are unlikely to focus on the structural roots of inequality. It is unre-
alistic to expect well-​heeled patrons to fund an adversarial journalism that 
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bucks the status quo and challenges fellow elites. Furthermore, the whims of 
the rich and powerful are unreliable governors of public discourse.163

Public Media

The weaknesses in the nonprofit model bring us to the least discussed and 
most politically fraught model:  the public media option, which relies on 
some form of non-​market-​based subsidy. Implementing public media sub-
sidies is usually dismissed as a political nonstarter in the United States, 
but—​as discussed in chapter 1—​the idea has a long, rich history. The US gov-
ernment has always granted the press a special status and has often helped 
offset the costs of producing and disseminating the news, going back to 
postal and printing subsidies in the early republic. Since then, everything 
from broadcast-​spectrum giveaways to the birth of the internet has relied 
on massive public subsidies. Nonetheless, media subsidies are largely seen 
today as deeply un-​American. The United States and its media system are 
unique among democracies in this regard. Media organizations in all leading 
democratic nations around the globe benefit from significant government 
subsidies.164 Moreover, reputable organizations such as Freedom House 
consistently rank many countries with subsidized media systems as having 
higher levels of press freedom compared to the United States.165

I return to the question of public subsidies in chapter 5. For now, suffice it 
to say that the 150-​year-​old advertising-​dependent revenue model for com-
mercial newspapers is doomed, with no obvious replacement. Why should 
we care? Do newspapers still matter?

Social Implications of the Journalism Crisis

Before discussing the reasons for why this crisis has been met with such policy 
inaction, it is worth considering why journalism matters for self-​governance 
and a healthy democratic society. While it is axiomatic that democracy is im-
possible without an informed polity, a growing body of empirical research 
lays out practical reasons for why we still need public service journalism, es-
pecially local news. These studies, which I briefly summarize in this section, 
demonstrate clear material effects associated with the loss of journalism. The 
studies offer a sobering view of what happens to communities when local 
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news disappears. Beyond abstract democratic theory, they underscore why 
we should treat the journalism crisis as a problem for public policy.

Long-​standing research shows that the loss of local journalism leads to 
less informed voters. However, in recent years scholars have begun to detail 
the wide range of significant negative effects this decline has on local com-
munities and democratic society in general.166 These studies generally show 
that civic engagement declines in tandem with the loss of local news. In one 
often-​cited study, Lee Shaker found that levels of engagement, such as getting 
involved with civic groups or contacting local representatives, declined sig-
nificantly in Seattle and Denver after each of these cities lost one of their two 
major newspapers.167 Similarly, a number of studies show that local news-
paper closures lead to lower voter participation. For example, an analysis of 
newspaper coverage of the 2010 midterm elections found that people living 
in districts that lacked robust election coverage were less able to evaluate 
their choices for congressional representative and ultimately were less likely 
to vote.168 Another study suggests that residents in communities lacking 
press coverage are less able to recall their representatives’ names and there-
fore are less capable of holding them accountable. Moreover, those same 
representatives are less engaged in their districts and less attentive to their 
constituents.169

Economist Matthew Gentzkow and his coauthors found that “newspapers 
have a robust positive effect on political participation” and that reading 
newspapers can mobilize as many as 13  percent of nonvoters to vote.170 
A subsequent study by the same researchers shows long historical patterns 
of how losing local media coverage correlates with lower voter turnout.171 
Another study of mayoral elections shows that newspaper decline correlates 
with fewer people running for local office and less political competition.172 
Research also shows that voters in news deserts tend to base their vote more 
on national than local news and thus follow “partisan heuristics” that lead to 
increased polarization.173

These findings notwithstanding, many social costs of losing local jour-
nalism are harder to quantify. As mentioned in the last chapter, journalism’s 
positive externalities carry tremendous monetary value and other incalcu-
lable benefits for all of society, especially when investigative reporting holds 
those in power to account and gathers new, relevant information. While it is 
sometimes difficult to ascertain, ample evidence suggests that those in power 
benefit and corruption rises when journalism disappears. The historian and 
sociologist Paul Starr synthesized a wide range of social science research that 
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demonstrates a correlation between the loss of local news media and the rise 
of political corruption. He observed that “newspapers have been our eyes 
on the state, our check on private abuses, our civic alarm systems.”174 One 
recent study found that newspaper closures increase the likelihood of local 
governments expanding their borrowing costs and mismanaging taxpayers 
funds, presumably because of the lack of public scrutiny.175 The loss of 
government monitoring from local newspaper journalists has resulted in 
higher costs for municipalities, greater deficits, and significant losses to local 
taxpayers.176

Whereas the loss of journalism is costly, the presence of strong reporting is 
conversely financially beneficial for society as a whole. The media economist 
Jay Hamilton calculates that each dollar spent by a newspaper on investigative 
reporting can save taxpayers hundreds of dollars by changing public policy 
and rooting out waste and corruption.177 An illustrative example occurred 
several years ago, when Mother Jones magazine appealed directly to readers 
about the prohibitive economics of investigative journalism. Their award-​
winning story on private prisons—​the result of a four-​month, in-​depth in-
vestigation that exposed the brutal working conditions for inmates—​led to 
widespread praise and social benefits when the DOJ announced the end of its 
use of private prisons.178 But the story also led to significant economic losses 
for Mother Jones: It cost $350,000 to produce, but the banner ads that ran with 
the piece generated only $5,000 in return.179 Ideally, news organizations would 
not forgo such socially important journalism simply because it is unprofitable, 
but that is the incentive structure commercial outlets currently face.

Another direct saving to society as the result of investigative reporting 
occurred when the Daily News journalist Juan Gonzalez uncovered a group 
of private computer consultants ripping off taxpayers in what Preet Bharara, 
the US Attorney in Manhattan, dubbed the “biggest and most brazen fraud in 
the city’s history” involving illegal kickbacks and phantom workers.180 After 
reading Gonzalez’s exposé, Bharara immediately went after the culprits, 
forcing the project’s main contractor to return $500 million to New York 
City. Another example of investigative journalism uncovering wrongdoing 
and threats to public health was the Flint water crisis. Dangerous levels of 
lead contamination in Flint’s water supply, first exposed by activist groups, 
were brought to public attention by a lone investigative reporter working for 
the American Civil Liberties Union.181

These are just a few examples in which time-​ and labor-​intensive jour-
nalism yielded significant and often immeasurable savings and benefits to 
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society. Yet such tremendous positive externalities rarely factor into economic 
calculations about the demands, needs, and costs of journalism. The decline 
in investigative reporting is especially troubling because the entire media eco-
system in the United States depends on newspapers’ journalism. Other news 
media—​broadcast television and radio, cable television, blogs, social media—​
infrequently produce original journalism, but rather focus on political com-
mentary and various forms of entertainment media. To the extent that these 
outlets discuss hard news, their coverage often derives from stories initially re-
ported by newspapers. Even casual observers will notice that leading cable news 
shows typically riff from the day’s newspaper headlines. Yet newspapers’ vital 
role as a “news feeder” to the entire media ecosystem is often underappreciated.

A Pew report documented this dependence on newspaper journalism 
through an exhaustive analysis of Baltimore’s media ecology in a single week 
in 2009. By tracking both old and new media—​everything from blogs and 
tweets to broadcast news and newspapers—​researchers found much of the 
news that people received contained little original reporting. The study 
showed that 80  percent of the news stories were derived from previously 
published information, and more than 95 percent of original news stories 
were generated by old media, especially the Baltimore Sun newspaper.182 
Other studies have identified a similar dependency on stories originating 
with newspapers.183

These trends are troubling given the special importance that local news 
holds within the entire news media ecosystem. Studies, polls, and surveys 
have consistently shown that large majorities of readers trust their local news 
providers at much higher levels than they do national news outlets.184 It is 
through local journalism that communities stay connected to and informed 
about what is happening in their backyards—​especially in their schools, their 
governments, and other critical institutions and infrastructures. They rely on 
local news to find out about the quality of their environment—​whether their 
air and water are safe—​and who is running for local office and why. Yet it is 
precisely this kind of journalism that is quickly disappearing. If we as a society 
want to encourage this sort of reporting, we must find ways to support it.

Defining the Crisis in Discourse and Data

The studies discussed above suggest that the journalism crisis continues to 
worsen and is having a negative impact on democratic society—​even as the 
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entire US media ecosystem continues to depend on traditional journalism. 
Nonetheless, any sense of urgency for structural reform of our news media 
gradually tapered off with no policy response following the 2009 crisis. 
Meanwhile, as this chapter has shown, the situation has only deteriorated. 
Late-​stage afflictions—​from unscrupulous advertisers to the predations 
of private equity firms—​are like opportunistic parasites feeding off a dying 
beast. The lack of a policy response in the face of a collapsing press system 
is inexcusable. With historic economic inequality and impending environ-
mental catastrophe, our political moment desperately needs a fearless press 
that can uncover the roots of social problems and provide a space for vig-
orous debate about how to solve them.

Before we design a media system that encourages that kind of journalism, 
we have to recognize the structural constraints that are preventing us from 
doing so. Thus far, I have discussed the various commercial pressures and 
attendant discursive capture that afflict for-​profit news media in the United 
States. I  now turn to some of the policy failures and structural threats—​
especially monopoly control over digital infrastructures—​that undermine 
journalism today.
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4
 Monopoly Control 

over Digital Infrastructures

In early 2018, millions of Americans witnessed the rare spectacle of corpo-
rate power being brought to account. After months of damning revelations 
about Facebook’s role in enabling disinformation and foreign interference 
in the 2016 US elections—​including an enormous breach of users’ privacy 
by the political consulting firm Cambridge Analytica—​Congress subjected 
Facebook’s CEO Mark Zuckerberg to a two-​day grilling broadcast on na-
tional television.1 Zuckerberg remained evasive during the hearings, and 
the questions posed to him by technologically inept politicians were some-
times laughable. Nonetheless, public exposure of the scandal triggered a long 
overdue conversation about monopoly power, its pernicious effects on so-
ciety, and government’s role in stopping it.

These ongoing debates have brought certain facts, long known among 
internet critics, to public attention: Facebook’s business model relies on a 
massive surveillance machine, the company routinely pursues profit over 
democratic principles, and its CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, is not unlike a late-​
nineteenth-​century robber baron. The company had flouted transparency 
and accountability for far too long. Americans had finally come to realize 
that a new Gilded Age of monopoly power had been visited upon them, 
forcing policymakers to give new currency to old ideas, like “antitrust.”

While users may have once regarded Facebook as a positive force in so-
ciety, the US public increasingly sees the company for what it is: an unac-
countable monopoly. And, like all monopolies, Facebook will do whatever 
it takes to preserve its dominant market position and reap as much money 
as legally (and sometimes illegally) possible. In November 2018, a New York 
Times exposé revealed how Facebook hired a disreputable public relations 
firm to smear its political adversaries with anti-​Semitic conspiracy theo-
ries.2 Amid continuous damning reports, the company remains in damage-​
control mode, doing everything from apology tours to defensively accusing 
the New York Times of anti-​Facebook bias.3
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Meanwhile, a growing awareness that Facebook’s unregulated power 
imperils democracy has fostered a growing—​and exceedingly rare—​
bipartisan consensus that government must rein in platform monopolies. 
Until recently, the concept of regulating technology firms seemed unfathom-
able, but now even many Republican policymakers believe they have become 
so powerful that government must intervene. This growing public scrutiny 
of digital monopolies has implications far beyond Facebook. Extended to the 
broader media landscape, this moment offers a rare opportunity for struc-
tural reform. Even Zuckerberg—​notoriously reluctant to take responsibility 
for the social problems caused by his company—​now concedes that perhaps, 
after all, Facebook should be regulated.4 But what kind of regulation can ad-
dress these issues? What can we as a society do to incentivize—​nay, demand—​
that powerful information monopolies act in the public interest and serve 
democracy, not merely their own profit imperatives? Is this objective even 
attainable when anti-​democratic behavior is baked into Facebook’s DNA?

Answering these questions requires us to directly confront the impact of 
platform monopolies on journalism. Monopoly ownership is a broad struc-
tural threat to a healthy news media system, affecting everything from con-
trol of internet access to the range of voices in our news media. This chapter 
looks at the monopoly problem for our news and information systems and 
shows why media ownership still matters. It also examines how several 
media policy failures, such as approving media mergers and repealing net 
neutrality protections, have contributed to the problem. Finally, it considers 
Facebook’s central role in the misinformation ecology and potential regula-
tory approaches to stopping it. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion 
of what policies could help democratize news media institutions.

Why Media Ownership Matters

In the early days of digital media, technological utopians argued that the 
affordances of digital media and the rise of “network societies” and the like 
would flatten power hierarchies throughout the world. Recent developments 
in US and global politics, combined with a growing number of empirical 
studies, have shown that this was wishful thinking. Material and structural 
factors—​including how media institutions and information systems are 
owned and organized—​dramatically impact a media system’s openness and 
diversity, whether that media system operates in print, over the airwaves, 
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or online. This pattern is especially true in the United States, where cor-
porate duopolies and oligopolies dominate most media sectors. Media 
monopolies—​whether new digital giants like Facebook or conglomerates 
of older media like Comcast—​hold tremendous power over political cul-
ture and communication infrastructures, both within the United States and 
globally.

Media ownership structures fall into several general categories.5 These 
include horizontal (the ownership of similar media products), vertical (the 
ownership of different stages of production and distribution of media), and 
diagonal (the cross-​ownership of diverse media businesses) integration. As 
we saw in the previous chapter, different ownership structures rely on spe-
cific systems of control. Whether firms are owned by families, stockholders, 
private equity, or the public, these structures affect key issues ranging from 
informational diversity to media effects. Furthermore, scholarship increas-
ingly shows that differences in media ownership and control (e.g., whether 
it is concentrated, commercialized, or publicly owned) lead to differences in 
media content, with important implications for democracy.6

Three general types of information/​communication monopolies loom 
large within our media systems: news and entertainment media, telecom-
munications, and platforms.7 Each type of monopoly carries with it spe-
cific hazards, harms, and vulnerabilities for journalism in particular and 
democratic society in general. Over the years, a number of scholars have 
documented how a handful of corporations dominate the US media land-
scape, especially news and entertainment media. Ben Bagdikian began 
drawing attention to media monopolies in the 1980s when he discovered 
that a mere fifty companies controlled most of the US media system. By 
the 2000s, this number had dropped to six.8 Similarly, in 2018 Fortune 
magazine identified six large media conglomerates that dominate much 
of the US media system: Comcast, AT&T, CBS, Viacom, 21st Century Fox, 
and Disney.9 After the Disney-​Fox merger, this list has become the “Big 
Five,” and CBS and Viacom are in serious discussions about recombining. 
These eye-​catching metrics, of course, deserve scrutiny because they 
can omit important distinctions and sometimes rely on slippery criteria. 
Moreover, even as old media firms continue to dominate media markets, 
newer firms such as Facebook, Google, Microsoft, Netflix, Amazon, and 
Apple are also ascending in this space as they acquire content companies. 
Netflix and Amazon, in particular, are becoming entertainment media 
powerhouses.10
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Nonetheless, many old ownership patterns have transferred to new digital 
media as traditional news media giants with name recognition and massive 
resources continue to dominate online traffic. In a book published a decade 
ago, media scholar Matthew Hindman found that a small number of news 
media sites commanded the digital content market and received the vast 
majority of users’ attention. Hindman moreover found a “long tail” of nu-
merous sites receiving little or no traffic, with surprisingly few websites occu-
pying the middle ground.11 Recent research continues to show that legacy 
institutions dominate the media landscape, with only a few significant inde-
pendent news websites emerging.12 As of 2018, most online traffic to news 
and political sites was highly concentrated among mainstream news organ-
izations, or aggregators that relied on them for their content.13 A key take-
away from this research, one that has remained more or less constant for the 
past decade, is that in some respects online news media are becoming more 
concentrated than traditional media.

Despite what may seem like an explosion of media sources from social 
media, innumerable websites, and cable television channels, a few media 
outlets capture most Americans’ attention. As part of his broader argu-
ment that the US media system’s commercial nature has a corrosive impact 
in shaping our news and politics, the political scientist Matthew Guardino 
synthesizes recent research showing that a handful of corporations com-
mand individual-​level news attention in the United States. These data in-
dicate that the firms with the greatest reach and largest share of news 
consumers’ attention are Facebook, Time Warner (now owned by AT&T), 
and News Corp. According to one study, the United States leads industri-
alized nations in “information inequality,” a situation in which “exposure 
to news sources owned by multiple firms is concentrated in a small share of 
the population.” This research also shows that Americans suffer from a very 
high level of “information poverty,” which the authors of this study define as 
“the percentage of the population that relies on just one news source, or is 
exposed to no news at all.”14

Under Republican and Democratic administrations alike, news media 
have become progressively more concentrated, but the Trump administra-
tion has ushered in a merger mania of historic proportions (though Trump’s 
Justice Department did unsuccessfully oppose the Time Warner-​AT&T 
merger). Even as his administration facilitates this concentration, President 
Trump has played to the public’s distrust of media monopolies by attacking 
the “AmazonWashingtonPost” on Twitter and threatening antitrust 
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investigations.15 Although Trump’s motives are suspect—​likely in response 
to the Washington Post’s negative coverage of his administration—​he points 
to a legitimate concern: As Amazon gains sizeable market share in multiple 
industries, the Washington Post’s potential for serious conflicts of interest 
increases significantly. At the very least, the newspaper has an incentive to 
protect its publisher’s economic interests. Indeed, some critics writing from 
the other end of the ideological spectrum have suggested that this power re-
lationship helps explain why the Washington Post so aggressively criticized 
then-​presidential candidate Bernie Sanders’ policy proposals.16

The dangerous power of monopolies to push ideology becomes increas-
ingly evident when we consider a cluster of right-​wing media outlets and 
their role in purveying misinformation to an insulated audience. A trail-
blazing study by Yochai Benkler and his coauthors found that media or-
ganizations such as Fox News, Newsmax, Daily Caller, Breitbart, and 
other outlets comprise a right-​wing echo chamber sealed off from the rest 
of the news media system. A symbiosis between conspiracy theories fu-
eled by online communities and social media platforms, and conserva-
tive news outlets such as Fox (which consistently has the highest levels 
of engagement on Facebook among news publishers), creates a “propa-
ganda feedback loop” that amplifies even the most outlandish far-​right 
conspiracies.17

On any given night, even casual observers will notice Fox News programs 
breathlessly covering imaginary threats posed by undocumented immigrants 
and a manufactured “border crisis” instead of reporting on social problems 
that actually exist but might reflect negatively on President Trump and other 
powerful interests. Such fearmongering diverts attention from a myriad of 
inequalities, pollutes the nation’s political discourse, and renders a demo-
cratic public sphere almost impossible. This toxic media ecology helped ad-
vance far-​right discourses that redounded to Trump’s advantage. A healthy 
news and information system must find a way to contain and contest the 
corrosive spread of misinformation. These measures must go beyond fact-
checking after the damage has occurred.

Key sectors of the traditional news media deserve special scrutiny because 
people are singularly dependent on them for information. For example, 
tens of millions of Americans rely on local television broadcasting for their 
news—​37 percent of adults, according to the Pew Research Center.18 Even 
as broadcast television audiences have steadily declined in recent years, and 
trust has plummeted in media institutions overall, people still have relatively 
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high levels of trust in their local news outlets. One survey by the Poynter 
Institute found that 76 percent of Americans across the political spectrum 
have “a great deal” or “a fair amount” of trust in their local television news.19 
Over the past two decades, however, the ownership of local television sta-
tions has become increasingly concentrated among a few players. This con-
solidation has further eroded local programming and constricted the range 
of views and voices people see and hear in their local news media.

One notorious example is the largest owner of local TV stations in the 
United States: the overtly right-​wing Sinclair Broadcast Group. With many 
of its stations clustered in swing states, the company has stealthily accumu-
lated tremendous political power. In 2004, Sinclair aired footage from the 
propagandistic documentary “Stolen Honor,” which falsely attacked the 
Democratic presidential nominee John Kerry’s Vietnam War record. Well 
known for promoting the Bush administration’s policies, Sinclair’s Executive 
Chairman David Smith is also a close ally of the Trump administration. 
Smith reportedly met with Trump during his presidential campaign, telling 
him: “We are here to deliver your message.”20 According to various reports, 
Trump’s son-​in-​law Jared Kushner brokered a private agreement with Sinclair 
executives to conduct a series of exclusive interviews with Trump and other 
campaign officials. In exchange for access, Sinclair agreed to broadcast the 
interviews without any critical commentary.21 Sinclair also has gained nega-
tive attention for forcing its local affiliates to air conservative commentaries, 
called “must-​runs,” as part of their news broadcasts. This practice continues 
unabated, even following scandals such as when former Trump staffer and 
frequent Sinclair political commentator Boris Epshteyn defended the use of 
tear gas against immigrant women and children at the US-​Mexico border to 
repel an “attempted invasion.”22

While force-​feeding news outlets to air must-​runs flies in the face of ed-
itorial independence and is deeply problematic for democracy, Sinclair has 
resorted to even more insidious practices. In April 2018, the sports news 
website Deadspin produced a video that compiled dozens of segments with 
news anchors all parroting the same script: “Some members of the media 
use their platforms to push their own personal bias and agenda to control 
exactly what people think. This is extremely dangerous to our democracy.” 
The video went viral and elicited a public uproar, prompting the come-
dian John Oliver to quip: “Nothing says, ‘We value independent media’ like 
dozens of reporters forced to repeat the same message over and over again 
like members of a brainwashed cult.”23
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This practice of forcing local outlets to reproduce political messages is es-
pecially insidious because the script never identifies the content’s original 
source. Most casual viewers who see right-​wing talking points voiced by their 
local news anchor have no reason to assume such opinions are actually dic-
tated from afar by an unseen broadcasting monopoly with particular polit-
ical interests and allegiances. The local personalities are not wearing t-​shirts 
with the name Sinclair emblazoned upon them, and there is no indication 
that this prepackaged content is being scripted by corporate headquarters. 
As the media critic Jay Rosen astutely notes: “These are local stations that 
advertise themselves as affiliates of ABC, CBS, NBC, and draw off the cred-
ibility of local anchors to present themselves as part of the community, with 
Sinclair HQ in Baltimore forcing delivery of these Trump-​a-​grams.”24

Sinclair’s willingness to play the ideological apparatchik paid off—​at least 
at first. Its desire to merge with Tribune Media Company was an open se-
cret, but many analysts were skeptical Sinclair would ever acquire regulatory 
approval. Immediately after the appointment of Trump’s FCC Chairman, 
Ajit Pai, the FCC began making policy changes that seemed tailor-​made to 
benefit Sinclair. In the first months of the Trump administration, the FCC 
pursued an aggressive regimen of regulatory rollbacks. For example, Pai re-
portedly granted an earlier request by Sinclair executives to relax some over-
sight on shell companies, and it abandoned its policy of closely scrutinizing 
“sidecar” or “joint sales agreements” that allow broadcasters to run the news 
operations of competing stations. These seemingly subtle policy alterations 
enable media giants like Sinclair to maintain control of multiple newsrooms 
and stations in the same market.25

In another dramatic reversal, the FCC repealed long-​standing cross-​
ownership regulations that prevented one company from owning television 
and radio stations and a newspaper in one town. It also tossed out local TV 
ownerships limits that prevented a media firm from owning two of the top 
four stations (sometimes referred to as the duopoly rule) in the same city.26 
The FCC also did away with the so-​called main-​studio rule, which required 
local stations in a community to maintain a physical presence in or near that 
location. Without this protection, big corporate media giants like Sinclair 
can operate an entire station from a different part of the country, far removed 
from local voices and concerns.27 Pai has indicated that he also wishes to jet-
tison the media ownership cap that ensured that one company cannot own 
stations that collectively reach more than 39 percent of the country, but this 
would require an act of Congress.
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The FCC’s most egregious pandering, however, was in reinstating the 
UHF (Ultra-​High Frequency) discount. This policy counts a UHF station’s 
viewership as only half that of other stations because of its weak signal. The 
rule had become clearly obsolete after the country’s broadcast frequencies 
transitioned to a digital system, which is why the previous FCC Chairman 
Tom Wheeler retired it. No persuasive argument or technological rationale 
existed for reinstating it—​especially since the vast majority of Americans 
receive television channels through cable services where UHF has no 
meaning—​but Sinclair could never merge with Tribune under existing own-
ership caps. Chairman Pai reintroduced the rule, thereby allowing Sinclair to 
obscure its actual market share and appear to stay within acceptable limits.

Had the merger gone through, it would have given Sinclair access to over 
70 percent of US households (it now has access to 39 percent). To everyone’s 
surprise, however, Chairman Pai suddenly reversed course and pulled his 
support late in the process, derailing Sinclair’s attempt to dominate the US 
broadcast market. By most accounts, the deal almost certainly would have 
gone through had Sinclair not repeatedly misled the FCC regarding its 
efforts to divest itself of stations in particular markets, even after the FCC 
had relaxed key ownership restrictions.28 Despite this anomalous move, the 
FCC’s green-​lighting of megamergers and repealing of cross-​ownership bans 
in local news markets will likely hasten the rise of one-​newsroom towns, 
leading to fewer local journalists and less diversity in voices and viewpoints 
represented in local media.

The Politics of Regulation and Regulatory Capture

How we regulate communication systems, including their ownership 
structures, has profound implications for news media and journalism. From 
early debates over the postal system to the founding of each new commu-
nication medium—​including telegraphy, telephony, and broadcasting—​
government policy has always been central to media institutions and 
journalistic practices. That government is an unwanted interloper is, in 
reality, a libertarian fantasy:  From spectrum management to copyright 
protections to internet governance, government is always involved—​albeit 
often to the benefit of large media corporations.

The real question is how the government should be involved. Although it 
defies market fundamentalist mythology, the internet was in fact itself largely 
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a government creation. While the predominant Silicon Valley narrative 
tends to portray the internet’s birth as the product of tinkerers in garages, boy 
geniuses, and bold entrepreneurs, in actuality the internet largely grew out 
of massive public subsidies via military expenditures, the National Science 
Foundation, and public research institutions. This source of funding should 
not be surprising: Government has the advantage of taking on long-​term, 
capital-​intensive technological projects that the private sector typically 
avoids given the inherent short-​term financial risks.

Erasing government’s crucial role in developing our news media system 
implicitly positions the market as the sole driver of technological innovation 
and democratic progress. This common historical fallacy miscasts the state 
as either an impediment to good journalism or entirely absent from the field. 
For issues as diverse as public interest regulations, the enforcement (or lack 
thereof) of media ownership restrictions, and antitrust laws—​to give just a 
few examples—​policy plays a key role in how media systems are designed, 
owned, and operated. To pretend otherwise positions the architecture of our 
media systems as something that lies outside human agency.

Market libertarians typically describe the sorts of interventions being 
conducted by Chairman Pai’s FCC as “deregulation.” A more accurate term 
for this pro-​industry agenda, however, is reregulation. The current FCC is 
actively restructuring media systems to benefit corporate interests instead of 
the public. Accordingly, Chairman Pai has sought to satisfy cable and phone 
companies’ long-​standing policy wish lists. These moves signal a textbook 
definition of regulatory capture, a situation in which a government agency 
loses its independence by internalizing the commercial logics and value sys-
tems of the industries it is supposed to regulate.29

A key contributing factor to regulatory capture is the oft-​lamented re-
volving door between the FCC and major media industries. For decades, FCC 
personnel have shuffled directly from the agency to the very corporations 
they once oversaw.30 One analysis by the media reform organization Free 
Press found that of the twenty-​seven commissioners and chairs who served 
on the FCC between 1980 and 2018, at least twenty-​three had gone to work 
for companies and lobbying groups for the industries that they previously 
regulated.31 Former FCC Commissioner Michael Copps, a committed public 
interest activist involved with several media reform organizations, is one of 
the exceptions. More typical is the career trajectory of former FCC Chairman 
Michael Powell.32 Since leaving the FCC, Powell has been an outspoken ad-
vocate for pro-​telecom policies as president and CEO of NCTA, the top 
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lobbying group for the cable industry. In another egregious case, former FCC 
commissioner Meredith Atwell Baker left her post to become a top Comcast 
lobbyist several months after voting to approve the company’s mega-​merger 
with NBC.33 Baker now heads the CTIA, a leading wireless trade association.

Regulatory capture is the norm throughout much of US government. 
Writing in the American Conservative, Jonathan Tepper, author of the book, 
The Myth of Capitalism, decries regulatory capture at the FTC and the DOJ, 
the leading agencies that oversee mergers and acquisitions. Tepper notes 
that these bodies are now “revolving doors for highly paid economists and 
lawyers whose only goal is to look after their corporate clients rather than 
voters, consumers, workers, suppliers, and competition.”34 Although many 
see deference to corporate power as a predominantly Republican position, 
the revolving door has been truly bipartisan. Many of President Obama’s 
former FTC and DOJ officials now lobby for the firms they only recently 
regulated.35

Congress has also succumbed to similar dynamics—​especially since con-
gressional members rely on campaign donations, leaving them particularly 
susceptible to the direct effects of federal lobbying, a $3.37 billion industry 
in 2017.36 The New York Times columnist Thomas Edsall aptly described this 
influence machine when he wrote: “The upper stratum of the Washington 
lobbying community often exercises de facto veto power over the legisla-
tive process, dominating congressional policymaking, funneling campaign 
money to both parties, and offering lucrative employment to retiring and de-
feated members of the House and Senate.”37 During my brief time as a con-
gressional staffer, I  witnessed firsthand the constant throngs of corporate 
proxies patrolling the halls of Congress, crowding into key offices, and lining 
up outside of important hearings. These often affable emissaries typically did 
not bring suitcases of money to bribe lawmakers, but they reinforced their 
subtle influence with phone calls, emails, and office visits.38 Their commu-
nications were backed with the unspoken power of political donations and 
retributions.

Meanwhile, Congress’s revolving door has become increasingly active. 
The Washington Post reports that a decade after the financial crisis brought 
the US economy near the abyss, about 30  percent of the lawmakers and 
40 percent of the senior staff who wrote the Dodd-​Frank Act—​a key set of 
economic regulations—​have gone to work for or on behalf of the financial 
industry.39 Policymakers and citizens in other countries rightly see this ex-
treme coziness between industry and government regulators as corruption, 
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but it is standard procedure in the United States. While criticism of these 
unseemly political practices is rising, it will take major reforms to change 
them.40 In the meantime, press reports that Facebook and Google spent tens 
of millions of dollars each on government lobbying in 2018 occasioned little 
public discussion.41

These power relationships matter for media policy because, over time, cor-
porate influence over key regulatory agencies and other areas of government 
contributes to the broader ideological and discursive capture that I discussed 
in chapter 2. Backed up by a phalanx of right-​wing think tanks and quasi-​
academic institutions, this corporate libertarian framework treats market 
forces as inviolable and deems aggressive regulation and public governance 
of media institutions as “off limits.”42 It creates what the media scholar Des 
Freedman terms “media policy silences”—​the subtle turns of discourse “by 
which alternative options are marginalized, conflicting values delegitimized 
and rival interests de-​recognized.”43 How we define key policy principles such 
as the “public interest”—​and the government’s role in upholding them—​
translates to policy and therefore shapes the fundamental design of our media 
system. These policy discourses—​and the power structures behind them—​
helped lead us to where we are today: at the mercy of media monopolies.

Media Monopoly Power

With nearly every major sector of the economy now dominated by monop-
olies and oligopolies, Americans are slowly realizing they now inhabit a new 
Gilded Age.44 The rise of monopoly power has dramatically restructured 
media and telecommunications markets. For example, two massive 
corporations, Comcast and Charter (which bought Time Warner Cable), 
dominate the cable television market. Comcast and Time Warner Cable actu-
ally tried to merge in early 2014—​many commentators at the time thought the 
merger would sail through—​but the deal fell apart in the face of a huge public 
backlash. The cell phone market is dominated by four (soon to be three) 
providers:  together Verizon and AT&T command nearly 70 percent of the 
market, while the remaining two companies, T-​Mobile and Sprint, are in the 
process of merging. Together these firms control 98 percent of the cell phone 
service market.45 These firms often act in concert, forming oligopolies that do 
not compete with each other but rather function as cartels, with each member 
carving out a particular market for itself to maintain regional monopolies.46
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While telecommunications monopolies are beginning to receive more 
scrutiny from regulators—​especially as they buy up content companies—​
this skepticism has yet to translate to meaningful regulations. AT&T, fol-
lowing its merger with Time Warner, now owns HBO, Warner Bros, CNN, 
and has a stake in Hulu; Comcast owns NBC Universal (which includes the 
presumably liberal cable news channel, MSNBC) and DreamWorks Pictures; 
and Verizon owns Yahoo!, AOL, Tumblr, and the Huffington Post. Whereas 
horizontal integration allowed a small number of firms to gain control over 
the physical conduits for information, vertical integration allows these same 
companies to gain control over different stages in the supply chain of pro-
ducing and disseminating that information.47

Vertical media ownership structures pose a particular threat to democ-
racy. When the same company that owns the pipes also produces and controls 
the content flowing through them, a number of potential hazards arise that 
can harm consumers and the quality of our information system. Vertical in-
tegration creates structural vulnerabilities and perverse incentives for anti-​
competitive and anti-​consumer behavior. For example, AT&T can privilege 
its own programs and content—​a portfolio which has greatly expanded since 
the merger with Time Warner—​over its competitors’ and prevent other in-
ternet and cable companies from having access to them.48 As internet service 
providers (ISPs) move into providing internet content and applications, they 
have increasing incentives to engage in such traffic discrimination. Vertical 
integration creates a significant conflict of interest, as these providers serve as 
both conduits of data, information, and content and owners and producers 
of much of this content.

In what antitrust reporter Sally Hubbard terms “platform privilege,” 
monopolies such as Google and Amazon are similarly incentivized to pri-
oritize their content and services over those of their competitors.49 Hubbard 
offers the example of Google exploiting its monopoly position among mo-
bile operating systems to exclude competition in mobile apps. As she notes, 
in 2018 the European Commission fined Google $5 billion for requiring 
phone makers that use Android to preinstall only Google’s apps. Because 
over 80 percent of smartphones run on the Android system, this requirement 
effectively ensured Google’s continued monopoly in mobile search.50 The 
previous year, the commission had fined Google $2.7 billion for suppressing 
competitors’ information in Google search results.51 In recent years, Google 
has been charged with prioritizing its own reviews, maps, images, and travel-​
booking services in its search results while excluding its competitors in those 
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markets.52 These infractions fit a recurring pattern in which Google exploits 
its monopoly power to the detriment of consumers.

Despite the obvious and predictable problems that result from vertical 
mergers, they often get a free pass in the United States. Whereas horizontal 
ownership concentration typically faces intense regulatory scrutiny, courts 
often wave vertical integration through, putting only weak merger conditions 
in place. This has greatly facilitated the growth of media conglomerates such 
as Comcast, which merged with NBC Universal in 2011.53 The conventional 
thinking in these cases is that vertical integration preserves competition 
while increasing efficiencies, which benefits consumers by providing them 
with better, more innovative, and affordable products and services. In the 
case of vertical integration between ISPs and content producers, however, 
mergers reduce competition and have not typically resulted in lower prices 
(in fact, companies can use their expanded content offerings to argue for 
hikes in their cable prices).

Monopolies harm consumers by stifling innovation (by purchasing 
competitors), raising prices (by extracting more wealth from consumers 
who have nowhere else to go), and tilting policy toward the firm’s interests 
(by influencing politics through campaign donations). To give just one stark 
example of this latter problem, Rupert Murdoch built up his global media 
empire over decades by directly shaping media policy to his economic 
advantage—​especially regarding ownership limits—​in democratic nations 
around the world.54 These machinations have had tremendously detri-
mental effects on culture, politics, and democratic prospects in a number 
of countries, including the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia.

Monopolistic behavior also undermines democratic ideals by favoring 
prepackaged, formulaic programming over locally produced content that 
resonates with specific communities. Such anti-​competitive behavior 
harms consumers by leading to fewer content providers, higher prices, 
reduced information flow, and poorer service in general. When only a 
handful of corporations wield such tremendous cultural and political au-
thority, this arrangement also obviously presents a political problem.55 
Concentrated media power—​whether vertical or horizontal—​makes it 
easier for oppressive political forces and oligarchs to dominate a media 
system.56

Neoclassical economics generally accepts that markets require compe-
tition to operate efficiently.57 But without regulatory protections in place, 
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dominant market players can abuse their control over output and price to 
prevent new competitors from entering the market. For this reason and 
others, governments typically prevent monopolies from forming via two ge-
neral methods: restraining anti-​competitive behavior through regulations 
and/​or blocking mergers and acquisitions through antitrust laws. In the 
United States, however, decades of neoliberal policymaking have stripped 
these laws and regulations of their power. Aside from the quest for profit 
and political power, various economic factors encourage media markets 
to tend toward concentration, including—​as discussed in chapter 2—​high 
first-​copy costs in producing original content (with near zero marginal costs 
for additional production). Moreover, the high fixed costs of telecommu-
nications push the industry toward economies of scale, creating incentives 
for companies to covet large markets. Furthermore, the positive external-
ities that come with “network effects” of an always-​expanding commu-
nications network—​whether telephone systems or social media—​also 
promote bigger firms. Finally, the fact that commercial media sells services 
to both audiences and advertisers incentivizes consolidation for one simple 
reason: The larger the audience, the greater the advertising revenue.58 The 
presence of these tremendous financial incentives makes it extremely un-
likely that media market concentration can be prevented through com-
petition laws alone. Moreover, public interest protections are difficult to 
maintain when communication firms, whose first loyalty is to shareholders 
and profit imperatives, have few incentives to uphold them. It is nonetheless 
the role of media policy to mandate that communication firms honor public 
service principles such as universal and affordable access, transparency, and 
other democratic concerns.

Ultimately, the question of media ownership comes down to power. Des 
Freedman reminds us that media ownership confers various kinds of “media 
power” beyond profit margins. These range from the overt, such as when 
media magnates like Rupert Murdoch exploit editorial control to set policy 
agendas and parlay media ownership into political influence, to more subtle 
forms of “power elite” processes that reinforce alliances among the upper 
class and gently steer discourse in ways that “reproduce and legitimize the 
narratives of vested interests in society.”59 For these reasons and more, media 
ownership debates are typically among the most contentious policy battles 
within democratic societies. How these conflicts are resolved has profound 
implications for the health of journalism.60
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Policy Battles over Media Ownership

Media ownership patterns are neither natural nor inevitable, but rather 
stem from explicit media ownership policies that typically received little 
public input or consent. Many policy battles over media ownership in the 
United States have focused on FCC regulations during which, more often 
than not, government intervened to advance corporate rather than public 
interests. With notable exceptions, the FCC has since the 1940s allowed the 
US news media system to become more commercialized and concentrated.61 
Potential alternatives to concentrated broadcast media such as cable tele-
vision and satellite communications fell under the control of similar com-
mercial interests. Making matters worse, the Reagan-​era FCC jettisoned a 
number of public interest protections that sought to buffer media from 
undue commercial pressures, including the Fairness Doctrine. The deregula-
tory zeal that characterized 1980s media policy largely continued under sub-
sequent Republican and Democratic administrations, as exemplified by the 
FCC’s 2003 move to relax media ownership restrictions.62

The FCC has not been the only part of government that has facili-
tated merger sprees; Congress has also helped. Exhibit A  was the 1996 
Telecommunications Act, the first major overhaul of the landmark 1934 
Communications Act. Purportedly an attempt to reform US media policy 
for the digital era, the bill passed Congress with significant bipartisan sup-
port, and President Bill Clinton signed it into law. This legislation replaced 
structural regulations with market incentives, deregulated cable rates, and 
removed key broadcast ownership limits, leading to massive consolidation 
and increased ownership concentration, particularly in broadcast media.63 
The Telecom Act eliminated the forty-​radio-​station national ownership cap, 
which allowed the media behemoth Clear Channel to acquire more than one 
1,200 stations nationwide, dominating most major markets and limiting the 
diversity of voices on the public airwaves.64

As media ownership becomes more concentrated, commercial pressures 
intensify, often leading to cost-​cutting and disinvestment in newsgath-
ering operations. While difficult to substantiate specific causal links be-
tween media ownership structure and media content, scholars have long 
argued that ownership concentration and lack of competition leads to less 
local, investigative, and international news; less fact-​based, critical re-
porting; and more homogeneous formats, trivial content, and slanted cov-
erage.65 Many also assume that media ownership concentration limits the 
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diversity of voices in the news media, and research continues to bear this 
out. For example, Edda Humprecht and Frank Esser found in their com-
parative analysis of online news media across six countries that, while the 
relationships were not always straightforward, media ownership impacted 
diversity, with the presence of strong public service media having a sig-
nificant positive influence.66 Another important study on media owner-
ship found that increased concentration of media ownership substantially 
increased coverage of national instead of local politics.67 It is noteworthy 
that this ownership change also led to a significant rightward shift in the 
ideological slant of news coverage, but only small decreases in viewership. 
This suggests a substantial supply-​side role in the trends toward national-
ization and polarization of politics news, with negative implications for 
accountability of local elected officials and mass polarization. In other 
words, changes at the top were driving shifts in the audience, not the other 
way around.

Although the proliferation of digital media systems suggests a surface-​level 
appearance of decentralization and a “high-​choice media environment,” in 
reality the root sources of this content are typically limited to a small number 
of large media conglomerates generating most of the available online con-
tent. While digital media technologies complicate media ownership patterns 
over time and obscure sector-​specific concentration, the bigger picture has 
remained relatively stable, and concerns about extreme media concentration 
remain. One major concern among reformers has been that, even if further 
media consolidation and syndication might cut costs, create efficiencies, and 
pay short-​term dividends (mostly to owners and shareholders), in the long 
term it leads to less original, in-​depth news and information, as well as less 
creative entertainment media.

Unlike many other democratic nations, the United States does not have 
strong media diversity protections in place to maintain pluralistic systems, 
despite having a long anti-​monopoly tradition going back to the dawn of the 
republic. Democracies typically assume that pluralistic and diverse societies 
require similar characteristics in their media systems. A wide range of media 
sources helps guarantee free-​flowing information, commentary, and cultural 
content—​all conducive for an informed citizenry, democratic participation, 
and consumer choice.68 However, providing diverse cultural, political, and 
informational content is often commercially unviable and therefore such 
content remains under-​produced. Since the market often fails in this regard, 
it is the role of policy to ensure heterogeneous media systems.
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In a report where we outline essential media policy principles, Robert 
Picard and I  argue that a healthy media system requires content de-
fined by three overlapping characteristics:  pluralism, variety, and diver-
sity.69 Pluralism refers to the range of ideas and views available in a media 
system, variety to the mix of genres and types of media content, and diver-
sity to difference in characteristics and form. Media ownership concentra-
tion threatens all three. Most democratic nations promote media diversity 
in all its forms to ensure access to a wide variety of information sources.70 
Recall from chapter 1 the Supreme Court’s famous AP decision declaring 
that democratic societies have a unique need to maintain a media system 
based on “diverse and antagonistic sources.”71 A commitment to this prin-
ciple requires that all members of society have access to different ideas, form 
their own opinions, create their own media, and see and hear their voices 
and views represented. Therefore, media diversity necessitates multiple inde-
pendent and autonomous media outlets that represent diverse political and 
ideological positions and cultural and ethnic perspectives specific to regions 
and municipalities beyond a country’s capital and largest cities.72 Employing 
either structural-​ or content-​based approaches, democratic societies can en-
sure media representations of different regions, cultures, and social groups, 
especially minorities and other marginalized people regardless of gender, 
sexuality, age, ability, ethnicity, race, nationality, language, or income.73

Many democratic countries encourage pluralism and diversity through 
policies designed to foster competition, including ownership caps, direct 
and indirect subsidies for weaker firms, and other redistributive measures.74 
Unfortunately, US media policy rarely lives up to these principles, with con-
siderable evidence showing that the FCC’s media ownership policies have 
disproportionately harmed minority media ownership, especially in broad-
cast media.75 Regulators can instead use a number of policy instruments 
to encourage new entrants into media markets. Picard and I lay out several 
options, such as facilitating more independent local, regional, and national 
media providers; placing domestic content requirements on foreign firms 
operating in the country; and deploying intellectual property laws and taxes 
to encourage diverse content.

Ultimately, however, market-​based incentives for private investments in 
communication systems can only go so far. A healthy mixed media system 
also requires “structural diversity” that includes noncommercial elements—​
an idea I discuss more in the book’s conclusion. And while ownership and 
content regulations are central concerns for maintaining a diverse media 



Monopoly Control over Digital Infrastructures  121

system, control over the underlying necessary infrastructure—​such as 
broadband access—​is also important.

The Broadband Problem for Journalism

Too often, questions about the future of journalism ignore the necessary 
underlying infrastructures that enable news media production and access. 
Journalism’s digital turn has created new potentials—​and new problems. 
While it has in some cases lowered barriers of entry and increased user choice 
for those with internet access, it has also created new forms of discrimination 
and censorship, high levels of dis/​misinformation, and widespread corporate 
and state surveillance, among other hazards. These structural vulnerabilities 
have profound implications for digital journalism’s future. Questions about 
the politics of digital infrastructures—​namely digital media policies like net 
neutrality that relate to ownership, control, and inequality—​should be cen-
tral to discussions about the future of news.

Poor internet access, for example, is an infrastructure problem with se-
rious implications for digital news media. According to 2015 FCC data, 
nearly a fifth of all US households still lack broadband internet. More re-
cently, the FCC has tried to gloss over this problem by claiming that 92 per-
cent of Americans have broadband access, but there is good reason to be 
skeptical of these claims.76 For example, a 2018 Microsoft study has roundly 
refuted the FCC report, showing that an incredible 50 percent of Americans 
lack broadband access.77 There are important debates over what exactly 
qualifies as “broadband” and important distinctions between access vs. 
adoption and availability vs. affordability. Nonetheless, state-​level data con-
tinue to bear out troubling patterns, showing that the digital divide remains 
a serious social problem in the US, and one that has dire implications for the 
future of journalism.78 Moreover, these divides are part of a broader systemic 
racism that disproportionately hurts communities of color.79

Prohibitive costs and lack of access are major contributors to the on-
going digital divide in the United States. These problems stem from the fact 
that most Americans are at the mercy of local monopoly markets with little 
choice in selecting an ISP, and therefore little recourse in dealing with costly 
and subpar service.80 According to FCC estimates—​which are notorious for 
overstating the amount of competition in the residential broadband market—​
42  percent of Americans have access to no more than one broadband 
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provider. Susan Crawford refers to these scenarios as “captive markets” that 
disempower customers who are unable to switch providers despite being dis-
satisfied with their ISP.81 Of the remaining internet users outside of captive 
markets, most are limited to just two ISPs in their communities.82

For these reasons and more, US broadband is notoriously shoddy com-
pared to that in other advanced economies. Only 15 percent of the United 
States would be counted as having broadband access to more than one pro-
vider according to global standards for high-​speed internet of 100 Megabits 
per second (Mbps) instead of the current 25 Mbps standard.83 By sancti-
fying such low standards, the FCC allows ISPs to withhold investments in 
their aging infrastructure, for example by refusing to upgrade their lines 
from copper to fiber. In many cases, actual measures of these networks’ 
speeds show that they fall short of even this paltry 25 Mbps standard, which 
can barely sustain today’s levels of data usage. With more data-​intensive 
applications on the horizon, and media outlets increasingly turning to video, 
these infrastructure-​level policy failures will increasingly hinder Americans’ 
ability to access news media—​as well as journalists’ ability to produce 
the news.

While the broadband market has disadvantaged consumers and demo-
cratic participation, it has handsomely rewarded internet service monopolies 
with enormous profits.84 Most Americans pay more for slower connections 
compared to internet users around the world. The average monthly price 
for an internet plan ranging in speed from 25 to 50 Mbps in major US cities 
ranges from $64.95 (New York City) to $69.98 (Los Angeles). Meanwhile, an 
internet user in London pays an average of $24.77 per month to enjoy the 
same internet speed.85 Swedish and Norwegian internet users have access 
to some of the world’s highest average speeds while paying a monthly fee of 
up to 30 percent less than the average US internet user.86 Most residents in 
South Korea can choose between three major high-​speed ISPs and pay less 
than $30 a month for some of the world’s fastest broadband services.87 These 
disparities result from different competition policies in broadband markets. 
Without policy protections, ranging from public interest regulations to anti-
monopoly measures, internet service monopolies like Comcast and Verizon 
are free to extract monopoly rents from their customers far beyond what com-
petitive markets would normally command.88 Firms such as AT&T, Charter, 
Comcast, and Verizon dominate the broadband access market by acquiring 
and merging with potential rivals and by avoiding direct competition with 
each other—​comprising what David Berman and I term a “broadband cartel.”
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US broadband policy differs from that of much of the democratic 
world in another key area:  lack of net neutrality protections. Net neu-
trality refers to the safeguards that prevent ISPs from interfering with ac-
cess to online communications or unreasonably discriminating against 
certain kinds of content. In our book on the history and politics of net 
neutrality, Berman and I note that since 2001—​in stark contrast to the 
United States—​the European Union (EU) has mandated that incumbents 
share their network infrastructure with competitors.89 Many OECD 
countries outside the EU also enjoy open access policies, an approach that 
maintains healthy broadband markets. The United States is, yet again, a 
global outlier among democracies after the Trump FCC jettisoned net 
neutrality protections in 2017.

One obvious hazard with losing net neutrality is that ISPs can privilege 
specific kinds of internet traffic over others (recall the earlier discussion of 
vertical integration), allowing them to extract even more money from in-
ternet users and content providers alike. While they can now legally charge 
their customers more for accessing specific types of content such as high-​
quality video streaming, a more probable future scenario would have ISPs 
seeking to coerce payments directly from content creators. In a world 
without net neutrality, this “pay-​to-​play” digital landscape will see the costs 
of “paid prioritization” absorbed by those websites willing and able to pay for 
the privilege of fast lanes. Ultimately, however, internet users will probably 
suffer the costs in the form of fewer choices and higher fees.

Losing net neutrality when monopolies dominate internet markets is the 
worst of multiple worlds, giving the broadband cartel enormous advantages 
over both consumers and content providers. These conditions render in-
ternet users powerless to discipline their ISP for blocking or degrading ac-
cess to their preferred websites and applications. Vertical integration is 
particularly concerning in this scenario because ISPs’ increasing control 
over internet access incentivizes them to discriminate against content and 
applications in ways that benefit their bottom line. As noted earlier, a major 
conflict of interest emerges when media conglomerates own the conduits 
of data and information as well as much of the content that flows through 
their channels and wires in a given market. Such vertical combines can un-
dermine rival content producers by deprioritizing competitors’ traffic while 
privileging their own. For example, AT&T can now prioritize the traffic of 
content it owns, like streaming HBO movies, at the expense of other, com-
peting media that flow through its pipes.
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The degree to which ISPs can exploit their monopoly power by restricting 
the flow of content through their networks and setting expensive terms of ac-
cess for consumers has profound implications for digital news media. Anyone 
involved in media production—​especially journalists who are likely to upset 
powerful interests—​should be concerned about a post-​net-​neutrality regime 
that legally sanctions corporate censorship online. Trump’s FCC rendered 
the internet less hospitable for all media makers, but those most at risk range 
from professional print reporters to independent journalists—​particularly 
those using video—​who cannot afford to pay exorbitant fees to ensure that 
ISPs do not relegate their content to digital “slow lanes.” These policy issues 
should be a key concern within conversations about the future of news media.

The battle to restore net neutrality continues in the courts, in Congress, 
in the states, and on the streets. But even with net neutrality protections—​
a necessary but insufficient safeguard—​the future of a healthy news media 
system is imperiled by corporate capture of the internet. Instead, we need 
public broadband services owned and controlled by people—​at the commu-
nity, municipal, state, and national levels—​not by a few massive corporations. 
Providing internet subsidies to low-​income Americans while allowing com-
munities to offer their own broadband services would likely expand access 
to online news media.90 A number of exciting local broadband initiatives al-
ready exist in some 750 communities across the United States, but corporate-​
inspired state laws prevent widespread experimentation in 26 states by 
hindering or outright banning municipal internet services.91

If we are serious about preserving the future of journalism, we must con-
sider the policy interventions necessary to sustain a free-​flowing and reliable 
news media system. This will require ensuring a national “baseline connec-
tivity” of sufficient speed and affordability that is universally accessible across 
the country. Before we take on this project, however, we must first address 
the larger threat of unregulated corporate power, especially that of the new 
platform monopolies.

Confronting the New Digital Monopolies

I started this chapter with a reference to Facebook. Before moving on to 
potential solutions, it is worth dwelling for a moment on this new kind of 
communication firm, the platform monopoly.92 In some ways, it is not new 
at all. From the beginning, digital monopolies like Google and Facebook 
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encouraged consumers and regulators to think of them as a new breed, the 
kind of companies that would “do no evil” and “move fast and break things.” 
During these firms’ early ascendance, too many commentators were seduced 
by Silicon Valley’s ethos. Too many stood silent or joined the chorus when 
Mark Zuckerberg and his cohort told us that the internet was beyond the 
realm of regulation, that it was inherently democratic, and that benevo-
lent corporations were the best arbiters of this vital communication system. 
Instead of transcending the laws of political economics, however, Facebook 
and its ilk act like any old monopoly, willing to do whatever it takes to main-
tain tremendous profits. By not applying antitrust laws and regulatory 
protections, we have permitted Facebook to abuse its power, and now we 
reap the consequences.

In other ways, the power wielded by platform monopolies is unprece-
dented.93 For millions of users, especially in the global South, Facebook 
is the internet, in some cases even acting as a free ISP (limiting access to 
Facebook’s “Free Basics” program).94 As Facebook extracts profound wealth 
across the globe, it has generated tremendous negative externalities. Not 
only has it mishandled users’ data, abused its market power, proliferated 
dangerous misinformation and propaganda, enabled foreign interference, 
and even abetted and embedded with the Trump campaign in the run-​up 
to the 2016 elections.95 It has also played a key role in destabilizing elections 
in places like the Philippines and facilitated ethnic cleansing in Myanmar.96 
Considering the accumulating damage Facebook wreaks around the world 
and the skewed power asymmetry between the platform monopoly and its 
billions of users, we need a new social contract. Despite the lack of silver-​
bullet policy solutions, this moment of increased scrutiny and public aware-
ness offers a rare—​and most likely fleeting—​opportunity to hold a national 
(and international) debate about what interventions are best suited to ad-
dress the problem. Ultimately, misinformation is a structural problem; it will 
take structural reforms to fix it.

It is difficult to overstate the social harms of Facebook’s monopoly power, 
especially to the integrity of our news and information systems. As an 
algorithm-​driven global editor and news gatekeeper for over two billion 
users, Facebook wields unprecedented power over much of the world’s in-
formation system. In the United States, where Americans increasingly ac-
cess news through the platform, Facebook’s role in the 2016 presidential 
election has drawn well-​deserved scrutiny. Moreover, along with Google, 
Facebook is devouring the lion’s share of digital advertising revenue and 
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starving the institutions that provide quality news and information—​
the same struggling news organizations that it expects to help fact-​check 
against misinformation. Journalism in general, and local news in particular, 
are increasingly threatened by the Facebook-​Google duopoly, which in re-
cent years took a combined 85 percent of all new US digital advertising rev-
enue growth, leaving only scraps for news publishers.97 According to one 
study, these two companies control 73 percent of the total online advertising 
market.98 Meanwhile, these same companies play an outsized role in prolif-
erating misinformation.

Various forms of misinformation and propaganda have plagued societies 
for centuries, but the profound media power now residing in one monop-
olistic platform arguably presents a unique challenge to democratic gov-
ernance.99 Critiques about Facebook’s technology and design are growing 
amid increased public scrutiny for the misinformation it purveys and from 
which it profits, but a core problem of this business model deserves more 
scrutiny.100 The proliferation of dis/​misinformation is symptomatic of 
an unregulated media monopoly governed solely by profit imperatives. 
Facebook is not evil; it is merely the natural outgrowth of an information 
system governed by an unaccountable, commercial logic. Despite fines and 
threats, especially in Europe, Facebook has taken few meaningful actions to 
address hate speech and misinformation. In the United States, technocratic 
discourses have dominated discussions, with suggested remedies typically 
involving a combination of media literacy and user responsibility. This em-
phasis, of course, places the onus on users instead of Facebook. By avoiding 
structural reforms that would require revising its business model, Facebook 
deflects responsibility while pretending to be proactive, for instance by intro-
ducing new algorithms and policing specific ad networks. The company has 
also crowd-​sourced and outsourced fact-​checking by off-​loading the respon-
sibility of flagging fake news to the public and to third parties, such as Snopes 
(which has since terminated the partnership), the Associated Press, and even 
partisan sites, including the now-​defunct Weekly Standard and the far-​right 
Daily Caller.101

Despite compelling arguments that Facebook should be held accountable 
to the legal requirements and norms of social responsibility associated with 
media companies, Mark Zuckerberg has long refused to acknowledge that 
Facebook is anything more than a technology company—​except in courts 
when Facebook tries to have it both ways by claiming First Amendment 
rights normally reserved for media publishers. In public, however, Facebook 
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representatives maintain that the company is not a publisher, thereby 
avoiding responsibilities that normally accompany this distinction.102 
Facebook’s devastating effects on journalism and its violations of our privacy 
are untenable. But until we as a society diagnose the structural roots of the 
misinformation problem, potential solutions will remain elusive.103 History 
shows us that expecting good corporate behavior simply by shaming monop-
olies is a dubious proposition, at best.

Historically, the US government has deployed various laws and policies 
to contain monopoly power, particularly in industry sectors that tend to-
ward “natural monopolies.”104 This arrangement acknowledges that specific 
industries, especially networks such as communication systems, tend toward 
one large centralized entity, partly due to the considerable high fixed costs of 
building such systems and partly due to greater efficiencies. Similar to that 
of a public utility, such firms often offer core services or infrastructures—​
such as electricity, transportation systems, and water. Because they are ex-
pensive to maintain but essential for the public good, many societies shield 
these services from unmitigated market forces. Instead of breaking up such 
monopolies, governments might use regulatory incentives and penalties 
to prevent them from exploiting their market power.105 But Facebook has 
managed to escape this arrangement. It is not under close government reg-
ulation or oversight. Nor do regulators expect Facebook to provide the kind 
of deliverables that would normally be expected from a state-​sanctioned 
monopoly.

A counter-​example is the government’s treatment of AT&T (also called 
the Bell System), whose phone network attained a similarly dominant posi-
tion in the early twentieth century. To forestall government regulation (in-
cluding a threatened government takeover of its network), AT&T agreed to 
exit from a related market (telegraphy), interconnect with most non-​AT&T 
systems, invest heavily in research and development (Bell Labs), maintain 
reasonable rates (especially for local calls), and help promote universal ser-
vice. These interventions did not solve all problems related to AT&T’s mo-
nopoly, but they did create a number of tangible benefits for society. In 
addition to preventing AT&T from entering the newly emergent computer 
industry, part of a 1956 consent decree reached with the US government 
forced the telephone monopoly to share all of its patents free of charge. Some 
historians have credited this coerced generosity with major technological 
innovations; for example, the transistor was among AT&T’s vast portfolio of 
patents. Freely licensable patents helped create the necessary conditions for 
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developing the semiconductor and other major advances in computing, data 
communications, and software industries.106

The historical parallel is not perfect—​AT&T was a common carrier that 
controlled the actual telephone wires—​but it is instructive to consider what 
concessions a looming threat of antitrust litigation might bring. Before it 
was ultimately broken up in the 1980s, AT&T at various points agreed to di-
vest key components of its portfolio, radically change its business practices, 
and offset social costs and negative externalities. Nor is AT&T the only ex-
ample of the government using its antitrust powers to spur innovation. To 
give another stark example: If the DOJ had not intervened against Microsoft 
in the 1990s to halt its anti-​competitive behavior in (among other areas) the 
internet browser market, Microsoft could have forced computer makers to 
only use its own search engine, and Google might not exist today.107

Antitrust and pro-​competition laws have long protected competition and 
encouraged innovation, but the approach requires reframing key policy 
debates and broadening the political imagination of what is possible. In re-
cent years, anti-​monopoly protections have grown anemic, with antitrust 
authorities giving “a green light to merger after merger,” in the words of the 
writer Jonathan Tepper. He continues, “The guardians who were meant to 
protect competition have become the principal cheerleaders of monopo-
lies . . . Antitrust law is not so much dormant as it is actively sabotaged by the 
very people who should enforce it.”108 But after years of quiescence, there is 
now a growing clamor to reinvigorate antitrust laws to take on the new plat-
form monopolies. For example, the government could force Facebook to di-
vest specific components such as WhatsApp, Messenger, and Instagram. For 
its part, Google could be forced to divest DoubleClick, YouTube, and AdMob.

Antitrust measures should always be on the table as a credible threat, but 
they represent only one of several potential policy interventions against 
Facebook’s monopoly powers. In Europe, regulators are trying to compen-
sate for earlier policy failures that allowed Facebook to set its own terms by 
implementing new policies designed to protect users’ privacy. The European 
Union’s new General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) ensures that in-
ternet users in the twenty-​eight EU countries understand and consent to 
the data collected about them regardless of where that data is stored and 
processed. The GDPR also guarantees a “right to be forgotten” that allows 
EU citizens to permanently remove online personal data, as well as a right 
to “data portability” that allows users to download their data and move it 
elsewhere.109
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Other European interventions have attempted to hold social media 
platforms accountable for the content posted on their sites and for their busi-
ness practices. Germany, for example, passed a “Facebook law” that allows 
for fines against large social media platforms that fail to police against hate 
speech. Platform companies could face fines of €50 million for failing to re-
move identified hate speech within twenty-​four hours.110 The European 
Union has fined Google three times for various kinds of malfeasance since 
2017, most recently $1.7 billion for unfair advertising practices.111 Facebook, 
too, has repeatedly faced fines and threats from European countries for anti-
trust, hate speech, and data protection violations.112

The United States lags behind Europe in confronting digital monopolies, but 
more punitive measures are on the rise. Although it delivered a relatively light 
penalty in the eyes of many critics, the FTC charged Facebook $5 billion for 
privacy violations.113 Other potential regulatory interventions being discussed 
in the United States include Federal Election Commission rules banning po-
litical advertising by dark money groups and foreign governments; reforming 
Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act of 1996 that shields inter-
active computer services from legal liability for user-​generated content (and 
the removal of such content); mandating complete transparency of algorithms 
and data collection; and requiring data portability and interoperability. Many 
of these potential interventions are unlikely to ever be enacted—​and some may 
create problems of their own—​but they attest to an entire toolbox of regulatory 
instruments at policymakers’ disposal to rein in unruly monopolies.

Earlier policy failures have had dire consequences, but it is not too late to 
fix things. Facebook’s power does not stem from magical technology or the 
market’s genius. Rather, all societies face political decisions over how they 
will govern their communication infrastructures, and, for most of the world, 
Facebook has become a critical communication infrastructure. Facebook’s 
technology is not inviolable; humans create its algorithms. Facebook proved 
this point when it suddenly adjusted its algorithms in 2018 to privilege 
friends and family posts over those from news publishers.114 Facebook is 
not beyond regulation. Moreover, given its massive profits, Facebook could 
commit money to journalism (an idea to which I return in the conclusion) 
and hire legions of human screeners and editors (and provide better working 
conditions for those they already employ).115

Facebook’s defenders have countered that Facebook’s content-​related 
problems are too vast to fix. It is not reasonable, these commentators say, to 
ask a corporation to police the posts of 2.3 billion users around the globe. 
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While it is true that this problem is not simply Facebook’s to solve, we cannot 
let the company that created the problem off the hook. Democratic societies 
must determine Facebook’s social responsibilities and how to enforce them. 
International grassroots groups, watchdog institutions made up of inde-
pendent experts, an independent council of journalists, technologists, and 
public advocates, should devise means of oversight and help monitor and 
audit Facebook’s actions, all while pressuring Facebook to be more trans-
parent and accountable. These bottom-​up discussions should be held openly 
and internationally, with the participation of diverse constituencies. Public 
governance should be the ultimate objective.

Social media is never “free.” We pay for it dearly in our content, data, labor, 
and attention. As the old saw goes: if you are getting something for free, most 
likely you are the product. But even today, many users do not understand the 
true nature of this exchange and the egregious lack of privacy protections 
online. Survey data show that when people understand the extent to which 
Facebook shares their personal information with advertisers, the majority of 
users are uncomfortable with such a relationship.116 At the same time, other 
studies show, they feel a sense of resignation about these terms because they 
feel disempowered to change the power relationship.117

In response to the growing awareness of Facebook’s many infractions, a 
#DeleteFacebook movement has emerged, especially in the United States. 
While it is tempting to simply quit Facebook and delete one’s account, such 
an individualistic, consumer-​based reaction does not encourage institu-
tional change, which generally requires collective action. Given the social 
media company’s tremendous network effects (the network’s increasing size 
makes it more valuable to users and more costly to leave), it is unreason-
able to expect a mass exit from Facebook. Rather, continued expansion is 
the more likely outcome, especially since many groups of people around the 
world depend on Facebook for basic communications. Containing corporate 
power at this scale requires systemic reform—​not individual action—​and 
such a massive project in turn requires a commitment to collective action 
and meaningful policy interventions.

What Is to Be Done: Break-​up, Regulate,  
or Remove from the Market?

Facebook and other platform monopolies such as Amazon, Google, and 
Apple simply have too much power over the world’s media and politics. 
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Checking their power requires a combination of trustbusting, regulation, 
and creating public alternatives. The US political imaginary is too often 
limited to individual freedoms and consumer rights, but we can rise above 
this impoverished vision to draw from a social democratic tradition that 
conceptualizes news and information as public goods that should not be left 
solely to the corrosive commercialism of unregulated monopolies—​a theme 
I return to in the next chapter.

A new social contract for digital media must assert public control over 
communication systems and provide funding for the public infrastructure 
that sustains democratic society. We especially need journalism that can 
focus on local issues and hold the powerful to account. Any new arrange-
ment should protect content creators and individual users (i.e., those who 
actually produce the labor from which Facebook profits). Most importantly, 
this new contract must privilege society’s democratic needs over platform 
monopolies’ sole objective of maximizing profit. Doing so is a necessary step 
toward restructuring our global media system and preventing unaccount-
able information monopolies from ever arising again. But how do we get 
there? Do we repeat old mistakes and impose self-​regulation requirements 
that are weakly enforced and likely to erode over time? Or do we subject 
Facebook’s monopolistic power to real public oversight and implement re-
distributive measures?

Fortunately, a growing anti-​monopoly movement has coalesced over 
the last several years, channeled by politicians such as Senator Elizabeth 
Warren and advocacy groups such as the Open Markets Institute.118 At the  
intellectual level, this movement benefits from a growing consensus that 
something must be done to confront concentrated corporate power in ge-
neral and the new tech monopolies in particular. It also coincides with a 
growing “techlash” against Silicon Valley-​based internet firms. A lively debate 
has emerged in recent years with two major camps—​mostly on the Left, but 
including people from across the political spectrum—​crystallizing around 
what sometimes are referred to as the Jeffersonian or neo-​Brandeisian ap-
proach, which emphasizes breaking up monopolies, and the Hamiltonian 
approach, which favors regulated monopolies.119

The neo-​Brandeisian approach (named after Supreme Court Justice Louis 
Brandeis) focuses on breaking up concentrated market power and encour-
aging competition, especially through antitrust measures. This framework 
guides much of the growing US anti-​monopoly movement, whose main ob-
jective is to break up monopolies into smaller units along structural lines, 
thus creating a much more decentralized economic environment in which 
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numerous firms compete for consumers.120 Anti-​monopoly activists rightly 
identify the Chicago School of antitrust analysis, especially that associated 
with conservative economists and legal scholars such as Robert Bork, as 
the intellectual paradigm that led us down the path to excessive monopo-
lization. More than anyone else, Bork helped reorient antitrust law toward 
what is known as the “consumer welfare standard,” which supposedly seeks 
to maximize consumer benefits, but is less concerned with public interest 
considerations such as unemployment and protecting small businesses.121 
During the Reagan administration, this approach became the dominant par-
adigm, with the government willing to approve mergers so long as compa-
nies promised to keep prices low. Regulatory bodies exhibited less concern 
toward other well-​known problems related to concentrated economic and 
political power, which led to highly concentrated industries exacting terrible 
social costs.122 Future historians will puzzle over how this paradigm ever be-
came so prevalent.

The neo-​Brandeisian intervention, therefore, is a timely and necessary cor-
rective. US antitrust enforcement has been on the wrong path for decades—​
with disastrous consequences. But while the ideal of maintaining robust 
competition among many small producers is an appealing one, one limita-
tion of the anti-​monopoly model is that it fails to directly challenge the com-
mercial basis of US communication systems. Many anti-​monopoly activists 
tend to scrutinize the size of monopolies and the lack of competition, rather 
than the commercial values and relationships that underpin them. This 
critique tends to sideline critical questions about whether media systems 
should be governed by market relationships in the first place—​or whether 
they should be, as much as possible, entirely removed from the market. After 
all, it is reasonable to assume that all of our media-​related problems cannot 
be solved simply by reducing the size and multiplying the number of com-
mercial outlets that depend on surveillance advertising, disseminating low-​
quality content, and undervaluing democratic concerns. In other words, 
Facebook is also a capitalism problem, not just a monopoly problem.123

Neo-​Brandeisians may see their mirror opposite as the Hamiltonian ap-
proach, which favors centralization. Part of this position rests on the no-
tion that greater efficiencies stemming from scale and scope may create 
benefits for workers and consumers. According to this view, progressive 
Hamiltonians are comfortable with large producers because they are easier 
to unionize and regulate. Within this regulated monopoly paradigm, big 
government can serve as a countervailing force against the excesses of big 
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capital. The neo-​Brandeisians, for their part, criticize the Hamiltonian po-
sition as naïve and accommodationist. Their understandable concern is that 
regulating monopolies instead of smashing them risks locking in and legit-
imating concentrated corporate power. The neo-​Brandeisian notion that 
“big is bad”—​or, as Brandeis himself referred to it, “the curse of bigness”—​
benefits from a kind of intuitive resonance of justice. Moreover, the desire to 
trust-​bust monopolies has a populist appeal, connects with a rich history, and 
often presents itself as the radical—​or at least the more progressive—​option 
in policy debates. But in fact, the neo-​Brandeisian approach is, in some ways, 
a conservative position; it sees a fair and orderly market as the proper regu-
lator of news media. In other words, it assumes that commercial systems can 
serve democracy well, if only we manage them appropriately.

Some analysts have begun arguing that antitrust is necessary but insuffi-
cient in designing a media system that serves democratic aims.124 These critics 
argue that it should not be an either/​or but rather a both/​and. Even leading 
analysts who fall squarely within the neo-​Brandeisian camp argue that the 
plan should be “break-​up and regulate.”125 But there is also a third way. What 
both of these approaches lack is a systemic critique of the market’s failure to 
support public goods. Unaccountable monopoly power is both a contributing 
factor to and symptom of this structural problem. We need to search for struc-
tural alternatives to the “surveillance capitalism” that drives so much of our 
digital news and information systems.126 We need public options.

The Search for Structural Alternatives

A clear-​eyed view of the structural problems facing journalism entails un-
derstanding not only that questions of media ownership and control are cen-
tral to journalism’s future, but also that government will have to take a more 
active role. It has been particularly challenging to have this conversation in 
the United States, where for many years a corporate libertarian paradigm 
has dominated policy debates and First Amendment absolutism impeded 
government intervention on behalf of news institutions. Nonetheless, 
we can advance the debate if we clarify what is at stake and what policy 
interventions are necessary to guarantee a viable system for public service 
journalism. Many threats facing journalism—​from the spread of monopoly 
power to the regulatory capture of our entire policy-​making apparatus—​
are structural problems that require structural remedies. These remedies 
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must include containing monopolies and, as much as possible, minimizing 
commercialism’s effects on journalism.

The run-​amok concentration of media ownership underscores the struc-
tural nature of US media’s failures. Irresponsible journalism results from 
commercial pressures that privilege particular types of news coverage over 
others, not the malfeasance of a few bad journalists or news organizations. 
For example, Facebook designs its algorithms to encourage its users to en-
gage with content on the platform, because this is the action that sells targeted 
ads and drives corporate profits. As users, we are more likely to engage with 
material that has an emotional pull—​if something makes us angry or scares 
us or entertains us. Hence, Facebook’s algorithms reward content that fuels 
outrage—​which mainstream news media produces by emphasizing polit-
ical conflict. Consumer tracking and profiling encourages advertisers and 
news outlets to focus their efforts on narrowly tailored clickbait, regardless 
of a story’s veracity. In the end, commercial logics and, specifically, the need 
to maximize profits via advertising revenue over all other concerns, drives 
contemporary digital journalism. Ultimately, the commercial nature of our 
media system enables and amplifies misinformation.

A clickbait-​riddled news media system is obviously a suboptimal way to 
design a core global information system. To return to an observation I made 
earlier in this chapter, perhaps the real question is why we ever expected 
anything different to emerge from such a commercialized, profit-​driven 
system? Why did we ever assume that Facebook would behave differently 
from any other monopoly throughout history? This recurring blindspot is 
just one more reminder that if we do not understand the logics of a commer-
cial media system—​or, put differently, if we do not understand the effects of 
capitalism on a media system—​we will always be taken by surprise by the 
behavior of bad actors.

Des Freedman put it plainly when he challenged the notion that so-
cial media offered a radical redistribution of power. Given the now over-
whelming evidence that earlier utopian aspirations for the internet have not 
transpired, Freedman observes, “the digital economy, just like the ‘analogue’ 
one . . . is marked by the same tendencies towards concentration and consol-
idation, towards enclosing and protecting private property.”127 The thought 
that digital media somehow transcended these capitalistic imperatives was 
always an ideological assumption, not an empirical one. We are now reaping 
the consequences of this magical thinking.
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Must we merely repeat these same mistakes and patterns? Must we watch, 
yet again, commercial interests squander the democratic potentials of new 
media technologies? Is there a way out of this paradigm? Can we imagine a 
communication system guided by a democratic logic? In the next chapter, 
I draw on historical and international examples to discuss what alternative 
infrastructures to our current monopoly-​dominated commercial system 
might look like. One alternative model—​and a very old one at that—​is the 
public media option.
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5
 American Media Exceptionalism and 

the Public Option

Imagine trying to describe the US news media system to a visitor from an-
other dimension. After noting how vital the press is for our democratic way 
of life, you would have to explain that this system is primarily financed by sel-
ling advertising to often-​unwitting media consumers. Then you would have 
to describe how our major media institutions are owned and controlled by a 
few people—​mostly white, rich men—​who accumulate wealth by informing 
and entertaining audiences. Finally, you would have to explain how the 
overall value of our news media system is largely determined by ratings, 
clicks, and profitability for these owners and investors.

If we were to design a media system from scratch—​a media system based 
on serving democratic needs, not private profits—​the US model would not 
be our first choice. In fact, as my previous work shows, the current system 
reflects the policy victories of media corporations more than the desires of 
US citizens.1 Much of what we now take for granted about the shape of our 
media is the direct result from previous struggles in which at key moments 
commercial interests triumphed over democratic concerns. The lasting 
legacy of this commercial consensus has had dramatic consequences. The 
system we have inherited in the United States differs remarkably from most 
others throughout the democratic world. In what follows, I unpack this “US 
media exceptionalism” and discuss its implications for journalism’s future. 
The rest of the chapter explores what is arguably the most viable alternative to 
a commercialized system: public media.

US Media Exceptionalism

The US media system occupies a special category according to three 
indices.2 First, a handful of corporations—​essentially oligopolies or 
duopolies—​dominate the US media system. As we saw in chapter  4, 
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this pattern holds steady across many sectors, including social media, 
search engines, internet access, cable television, digital advertising, cell 
phone services, and many sectors of the news media. Second, the US 
media system is only lightly regulated by public interest protections. 
Earlier regulations such as the Fairness Doctrine, which mandated that 
broadcasters present diverse views on important issues in a balanced 
manner, were jettisoned decades ago.3 Third, the US media system is 
largely commercial with underfunded public alternatives. In most cases, 
this commercialism has depended on advertising revenue. As men-
tioned earlier, unlike many of their counterparts around the world, US 
newspapers relied heavily on advertising for the past century. Until only 
recently, advertising still comprised, on average, more than 80 percent of 
overall revenue.4

Democratic countries often face one or two of these problems in their 
media system, but the perfect trifecta is rare. The US system is an out-
lier among democracies, providing a case study by which scholars can 
observe the effects of largely unmitigated commercial pressures on jour-
nalistic practices. Professional ethics (such as adherence to truth-​based re-
porting and separating advertising from news), unionization (such as The 
Newspaper Guild’s efforts discussed in Chapter 1), and a few public interest 
regulations (such as the aforementioned Fairness Doctrine for broadcast 
media) have long sought to protect news media from undue commercialism. 
But these buffers have been entirely dismantled or significantly weakened in 
recent years. The resulting unchecked commercialism sets US media apart 
from other systems.5 The most significant difference, however, is the lack of a 
strong public media system. Public media can provide a baseline for reliable 
information and act as a safety net when the market fails to support adequate 
levels of news production. In its paltry support of public media, the United 
States is in a league of its own.

Comparisons with several industrialized nations show the extent of US 
exceptionalism.6 Whereas Japan, Britain, and Northern European countries 
spend anywhere from $50 to well over $100 per capita on public media, the 
United States government allocates about $1.40 per person per year. Even if 
you add in the meager funding from local and state governments, the total still 
amounts to less than $4. The United States is a global outlier among leading 
democracies, as illustrated in Figure 5.1, which shows how the country is al-
most literally off the chart for how little it spends on its public media system.
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In recent years, US public media have been threatened with further im-
poverishment by Republican attempts to defund public media altogether.7 
The United States’ ongoing failure to properly fund such a crucial system is 
especially disheartening considering that research, which I discuss later in 
this chapter, shows considerable social benefits associated with strong public 
media systems. The US public media system never lived up to its democratic 
potential, but its democratic promise remains. Given the various challenges 
facing US journalism, now is an opportune time to reassess the merits of 
public media. Before we design a new system, we must glean lessons from 
mistakes and best practices—​both from our past and from around the world. 
Therefore, it is necessary to briefly recount the history of US public media 
and revisit the original justifications for creating a noncommercial media 
system. I begin by providing a general overview of how Americans came to 
inherit a media system that is so commercialized and a public media system 
that is so anemic.

A Social Democratic Vision of Broadcast Media

The US commercial model could not have triumphed without first 
delegitimating a social democratic alternative.8 In many ways, US public 
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broadcasting is a vestige of this lost alternative. Few Americans are familiar 
with the term “social democracy,” and fewer still know the long history of 
social democratic challenges to the corporate libertarianism underpinning 
the US commercial media system. Tracing these ideological roots to their 
foundational debates in the postwar decades is instructive for how specific 
political battles over early radio shaped the entire US media system.

I use the term “social democracy” to refer to a specific ideological project, 
one that privileges a media system’s public service mission over its profit-​
making objectives.9 Emphasizing social benefits over property rights, this 
perspective assesses a media system according to whether it benefits all of so-
ciety rather than how it enhances individual freedoms and profits for a priv-
ileged minority. As discussed in earlier chapters, two normative premises 
feature prominently within most versions of social democracy: positive free-
doms (freedom for) are valued as much as negative freedoms (freedom from), 
and universal rights are championed as much as individual property rights. 
In other words, social democracy elevates a positive liberty that values collec-
tive rights—​pertaining to publics, audiences, and communities—​at least as 
much as the individual freedoms most cherished within libertarianism and 
classical liberalism. To countervail against unregulated capitalism’s oligar-
chic tendencies, this ideology legitimates an activist state that redistributes 
resources in an egalitarian fashion. Social democracy begins with the ques-
tion of whether a policy is good or just, as opposed to whether it is profitable 
or efficient.10

Moreover, social democracy assumes that some services and infrastructures 
are especially susceptible to various kinds of market failure and are too vital 
to be pegged to market fluctuations. Therefore, social democracy promotes a 
mixed system and treats fundamental services like education as public goods 
that require subsidies and special protections from commercial pressures—​
sometimes removing them from the market altogether. A social democratic 
project seeks to bolster civil society by investing in critical infrastructures and 
institutions like health care, libraries, and schools.11

While many of the US media system’s commercial foundations had already 
been established by the 1930s, the social contract defining media’s role within 
a democracy remained in flux. In particular, the question of what commer-
cial media owed the public—​and how the government should enforce those 
obligations—​was left unresolved until the 1940s. Ultimately, policymakers 
pivoted away from a social democratic model of media governance, instead 
encouraging a lightly regulated, oligopolistic system increasingly defined 
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by profit imperatives. This model viewed news media not as public goods 
but primarily as private properties and business commodities—​a commer-
cial logic that paved the way for our current journalism crisis. The corporate 
capture of the First Amendment further shielded media firms from regula-
tory interventions.12 Crystallized in the postwar 1940s, this logic continues 
to straitjacket much of the discourse about potential reforms for supporting 
journalism. It was only in the past several decades, however, that this 
corporate-​friendly view of the US media system came to be commonsensical.

But while a social democratic approach to media was the “road not taken,” 
the vision never entirely vanished. Despite vicious red-​baiting, corporate 
lobbying, and other forms of political coercion, the notion that a different 
media system was possible lived on. Although much of their agenda had 
failed by the end of the 1940s, reformers continued advocating for structural 
change. Their efforts eventually led to what became the United States’ only 
major institutional alternative to the commercial media system.

The Rise and Fall of US Public Broadcasting

A history of how the United States’ strange media system came to be might 
begin with the three-​plus decades leading up to the 1967 Public Broadcasting 
Act.13 Fleshing out the ideological battles throughout the prehistory of public 
broadcasting—​what was then usually referred to as “educational broad-
casting”—​brings into focus the original aspirations for public media, partic-
ularly the more radical strands that sought to create a structural alternative to 
the corporate-​dominated, commercial model. Looking back and recovering 
some of the arguments for establishing an alternative to the prevailing com-
mercial media model suggests a largely forgotten social democratic ideal, one 
that clearly recognized that a market-​driven media system could not provide 
for all of democratic society’s communication needs.

Scholarship on its early political history shows competing visions for 
public broadcasting, including fundamental differences over how the 
“public” was imagined.14 A related critique that emerges is the perennial 
charge of cultural elitism—​as well as a lack of focus on issues pertaining to 
low-​income households—​in public radio and television programming.15 
A recurring theme in many of these histories show there was a lost promise to 
public broadcasting’s original ideal.16 While some of these accounts illumi-
nate the rationales for investing in a strong public media system, the implicit 
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ideological project—​that public broadcasting stemmed from a social dem-
ocratic vision directly at odds with commercial values—​has not been made 
explicit enough in the existing historiography.17 In what follows, I tease out 
some of the tacit ideological aims behind these early attempts to establish a 
public broadcasting system. Doing so reveals what was lost—​and what still 
might be gained.

Missed Opportunities of the 1930s and 1940s

In US radio’s early days, a serious discussion unfolded regarding the funda-
mental nature and normative foundations of broadcast media in a demo-
cratic society. Formidable coalitions of educators and activists began to sway 
members of Congress to support a broadcast system that devoted signifi-
cant swaths of the radio spectrum to noncommercial, educational purposes. 
However, these discussions began to taper off after the early 1930s. At the 
time, commercial broadcasters and their allies in Congress successfully 
dismantled radio reform efforts like the 1934 Wagner-​Hatfield Act, which 
would have reserved 25 percent of all radio frequencies for nonprofit broad-
casting.18 Instead, with the Communications Act of 1934, Congress largely 
sanctioned a commercial model over alternatives championed by educators 
and other reformers.

A strong public broadcasting system, therefore, did not take root during 
US radio’s early days as it did in most other democratic nations. The US 
media landscape was instead dominated by an oligopoly of large networks, 
including CBS and NBC. These same commercial interests came to monop-
olize FM radio and later television. This now seemingly inevitable outcome 
was not uncontested. Grassroots organizing for educational broadcasting 
and other noncommercial alternatives continued well into the 1940s. Groups 
like the Institute for Education by Radio, for example, remained committed 
to media reform, holding annual conferences on educational broadcasting 
at Ohio State University from 1930 to 1953. A key figure in radio reform 
efforts was Morris Novik, the former director of WNYC, New York City’s 
municipal radio station.19 Novik helped form the National Association of 
Educational Broadcasters (NAEB) and is sometimes credited with coining 
the term “public broadcasting”; he continued as an advocate into the 1980s.20 
Another particularly active group of educators was based at the University 
of Wisconsin and affiliated with the radio station WHA, which claimed the 
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status of “oldest station in America.”21 In partnership with the US Office of 
Education, this group created the FM Educational Radio Institute, which 
every summer held a two-​week conference to focus on developing educa-
tional programming, which FCC staffers would sometimes attend.

Even as radio increasingly commercialized in the 1940s, media reformers 
continued to advocate for noncommercial alternatives. Seeing this history 
through the lens of key players helps illuminate the social democratic vi-
sion that had begun to emerge in the 1940s. This idealism toward the educa-
tional potential of broadcast media—​and an overarching skepticism toward 
commercial radio—​was perhaps best articulated by Charles Siepmann, a 
British-​born, US-​naturalized policy advocate. As the BBC programming di-
rector in the 1930s, he played an instrumental role in pushing British radio 
to broaden its appeal beyond London by paying attention to other regions 
and dialects, by experimenting with new formats, and by promoting lively 
public service–​oriented radio fare. Siepmann’s BBC-​inspired, social dem-
ocratic assumptions about media’s educational role was also reflected in 
the controversial FCC “Blue Book” report that he wrote in the mid-​1940s. 
Because Siepmann’s report called for devoting specific amounts of time 
to local, experimental, and advertising-​free programming, commercial 
broadcasters aggressively fought against it, calling it the “pink book” and 
accusing Siepmann and his allies at the FCC of being secret socialists who 
were trying to “BBC-​ize” US radio.22

Despite this red-​baiting, Siepmann continued to push for noncommercial, 
educational broadcasting for decades. Siepmann’s 1946 book Radio’s Second 
Chance inspired postwar media reform efforts by arguing that FM radio 
offered a new opportunity to establish a more public interest-​oriented me-
dium. (AM radio had by this time been thoroughly commercialized by sev-
eral large media corporations.) Emphasizing that radio should be primarily a 
public service and not simply a profit-​accumulation system for broadcasters 
and advertisers, the book lamented that business interests had convinced 
Americans they were indebted to commercial broadcasters for offering en-
tertaining programming.23

Siepmann frequently reiterated his critique of commercial broadcasting 
and the need for public alternatives. In a speech at the first of two famous 
Allerton House seminars—​convenings that the radio historian Josh Shepperd 
describes as representing “the first stable articulation for how a ‘public broad-
casting’ infrastructure would be organized in the U.S.”—​Siepmann defined 
educational broadcasters as being in opposition to commercial operators.24 
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He argued that “we must presume that there is a distinction between our 
function and that of the commercial broadcasters.” In illustrating the many 
differences between the two types of broadcasting, Siepmann cited the film 
and novel The Hucksters (a scathing critique of advertisers and the commer-
cial broadcast industry) to identify commercial broadcasting’s inherent ex-
ploitation of audiences. In Siepmann’s view, these failures of commercial 
radio provided “a signal opportunity for winning listeners to noncommer-
cial broadcasting.” Namely, he believed it was the role of educational broad-
casting to expose listeners to a broader scope of programming, and in doing 
so, to broaden listeners’ imagination of what radio could be.25

Another key policy figure in the 1940s struggle for educational broad-
casting was Clifford Durr, a progressive FCC commissioner from 
Montgomery, Alabama.26 Durr passionately supported educational broad-
casting throughout his tenure at the FCC in the 1940s. He often enthused 
about the “educational potentialities of radio,” though he was also painfully 
aware of its unmet promises.27 Durr remained convinced that educational 
radio, with programming superior to commercial outlets, would eventually 
become the dominant model for US broadcasting. He predicted that, “if a 
few good ones get started, many others will follow along and in the course of 
five or six years there will be enough of them on the air to make a significant 
impression on our general broadcasting picture.” Durr’s plan was to gradu-
ally ease in a handful of successful FM stations at post-​secondary institutions 
since the average college or university could presumably afford their opera-
tion costs.28

Durr and fellow media reformers working at the FCC had a three-​
pronged approach to establishing a public alternative to commercial radio. 
First, they tried to set aside frequencies specifically for noncommercial and 
educational use. In 1945, Durr and other progressive FCC commissioners—​
with the strong backing of educators—​succeeded in setting aside a twenty-​
channel band on FM radio for educational programming. Second, they tried 
to carve out space within the commercial system by designating swaths of 
time dedicated to “sustaining” (noncommercial) programming instead 
of “sponsored” programming, which was one of the central aims of the 
FCC’s Blue Book.29 Although ultimately unsuccessful, the FCC’s maneu-
vering arguably pushed broadcasters into providing more public service 
programming.30

A third method was to build a dialectical relationship between progressive 
policymakers and grassroots activists. The FCC tried to organize educators 



144  Democracy Without Journalism?

while educators, in turn, lobbied and cultivated the FCC, often inviting FCC 
staffers to university conferences and workshops.31 As part of this relationship, 
the FCC also brought in educators to testify at public hearings. For one par-
ticular hearing that lasted a day and a half in front of all of the commissioners, 
the National Educational Association (NEA) worked with the FCC and the 
US Office of Education to mobilize nearly thirty representatives from educa-
tional institutions and associations. As one historian of this activism describes 
it:  “Resolutions were drafted; testimony was planned; witnesses were lined 
up and questionnaires circulated.”32 Armed with exhibits and evidence, the 
educators pleaded for additional frequencies. FCC staffers even helped coach 
the educators on what to say during their testimony.

As these efforts suggest, educators comprised a passionate contingent 
within the 1940s media reform movement. Largely based at big land-​
grant institutions in the Midwest, these reformers were relentless in their 
demands that a significant portion of the airwaves be allotted for educational 
purposes since commercial broadcasters clearly were not committed to ed-
ucational fare. By the mid-​1940s, commercial broadcasters had crowded out 
most noncommercial radio, with the number of educational stations drop-
ping dramatically from the 1920s.33 Nonetheless, reform efforts eventually 
panned out as educational broadcasters secured a foothold in FM radio by 
the late 1940s. Durr described how his pessimism regarding radio’s future 
was lifting because educators “seem to be waking up to the opportunities of 
radio and some of the university stations already on the air are doing a first-​
rate job.” As Durr wrote, “A few dozen—​or preferably a hundred—​good uni-
versity stations operating on FM might not solve all of our problems [with 
commercialism], but they certainly would be a tremendous help.”34

However, the fight for noncommercial radio suffered a major blow when 
Durr’s FCC tenure ended in 1948. As an anti-​communist hysteria gripped 
Washington, Durr took a principled stance against President Truman’s loy-
alty oath program and turned down his reappointment. Before leaving, 
Durr credited educational broadcasters with making him realize “that good 
radio was worth fighting for.” His parting advice was to subject other FCC 
commissioners to the same lobbying and to “get a strong organization and an 
angel or angels to put up some money.” He warned, however, that reformers 
would also need an inside strategy with someone in Washington “who can 
keep his hand on the Commission’s pulse all of the time and let you know 
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whenever it gets a little weak. You can’t hold back the commercial boys with 
nothing but good will and good intentions.”35 Educational broadcasters 
begged him to stay and fight, helping “people try to think of radio as it might 
be instead of as it is.”36 But Durr left Washington amid the rising tide of red-​
baiting and blacklisting, as did most of the remaining New Dealers.37 One 
progressive at the time said to Dallas Smythe, the FCC’s chief economist who 
was also fleeing DC, that it felt like an “exodus.”38

The lasting imprint that this period of political repression had on the 
US media system—​as it did on many of the United States’ core systems—​
is generally under-​appreciated. Left-​wing activists were purged from so-
cial movements across the country, and progressive policymakers were 
removed from power.39 With this dramatic shift in the political landscape, 
many of the reformists’ aspirations for creating a less-​commercialized media 
system came to naught. Instead what emerged was a “postwar settlement” 
for US media marked by three overlapping assumptions that news media 
should:  remain only lightly regulated; adhere to a negative conception of 
the First Amendment (a freedom of the press privileging media producers’ 
and owners’ individual rights over the broader public’s collective rights); 
and practice a mostly industry-​defined version of social responsibility.40 
Nonetheless, reformers and educators continued to push for noncommer-
cial alternatives and never completely gave up their vision of what media 
could be.

One exception to the commercial sway of the US media system came 
in the form of Durr’s replacement, Frieda Hennock, the first woman to 
serve as a FCC commissioner. A stalwart advocate for educational broad-
casting, Hennock was instrumental in reserving 242 channels for educa-
tional television as part of the FCC’s 1952 “Sixth Report and Order”—​a 
truly significant public interest victory.41 Educational radio also saw 
some small but notable gains during this time period:  By 1952, there 
were more than ninety FM educational stations. Many of these, how-
ever, were low-​power stations broadcasting to campus communities that 
remained under continual threat of commercial takeover. Furthermore, 
such allocations were for educational but not necessarily noncommercial 
programming.42 Nonetheless, these stations kept an alternative model 
alive until the 1960s, when a national broadcasting system finally came 
to fruition.
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Establishing a Public Broadcasting System

Despite setbacks in the 1940s, media reform efforts against the commercially-​
dominated media system persisted. As Allison Perlman notes, the 1950s 
was a highly pivotal era for educational broadcasting. It was a period of 
uncertainty and experimentation that saw a diverse range of stations and 
programming emerge, setting the stage for what would become public 
broadcasting. As educators and grassroots activists continued to push for 
alternatives, a number of foundations had joined the cause by the 1960s (the 
Ford Foundation had begun even earlier in the 1950s). Ford commissioned 
Charles Siepmann—​who since authoring the ill-​fated FCC Blue Book re-
port had become the chair of a new communication department at New York 
University—​to direct a large study on the effectiveness of in-​school TV.43 
He also advised the National Educational Television Center (NET) during 
its struggle to define a progressive vision for educational and public broad-
casting in the United States, and he left a lasting imprint on its mission. As 
the media historian Michele Hilmes narrates, Siepmann made a dramatic in-
tervention that called for better programming instead of a “poor replica of a 
commercial program.”44

Based on Siepmann’s advice, NET became a centralized national pro-
gram production center. For NET, Siepmann also authored a report ti-
tled “Educational Television: Blueprint for a Network” that called for daily 
broadcasts of children’s programs, news, and criticism, as well as weekly 
broadcasts of various international media, multicultural shows, and sci-
ence and cultural documentaries. In addition to these themes, Siepmann 
proposed a weekly, year-​round show, called “The Unfinished Business of 
Democracy,” that would feature documentaries inspired by the earlier work 
of the famous CBS producer Fred Friendly.45

The most influential call for public broadcasting came from the 
Carnegie Commission on Educational Television. Established in 1965 by 
the Carnegie Corporation of New York, the commission investigated the 
state of educational broadcasting and popularized the idea of public televi-
sion. It took up themes similar to earlier calls for public broadcasting and 
in 1967 published the report Public Television: A Program for Action.46 This 
report stated upfront that its proposed programs for public broadcasting 
“are in general not economic for commercial sponsorship” and should 
be part of a “comprehensive system that will ultimately bring public tel-
evision to all the people of the United States.” Local stations that in their 
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“totality will become a new and fundamental institution in American 
culture” would provide programming that “should reach all parts of the 
country and be individually responsive to the needs of the local commu-
nities.” Among other things, the report encouraged experimentation and 
hailed public broadcasting as “an instrument for the free communication 
of ideas in a free society.”

The Public Broadcasting Act (PBA) of 1967 largely embraced these so-
cial democratic themes and heralded a new system that would “constitute 
a source of alternative telecommunication services for all the citizens of the 
nation.” The text declared that “it is in the public interest to encourage the 
development of programming that involves creative risks and that addresses 
the needs of unserved and underserved audiences, particularly children 
and minorities.” Emphasized throughout the report was a commitment to 
diversity—​both in types of content and regarding the people consuming 
and producing that content. The report also underscored the need for all 
Americans having access to this programming.47 When signing it into law, 
President Johnson delivered a speech with soaring rhetoric, stating that de-
spite “support from our Government” public broadcasting “will be carefully 
guarded from Government or from party control. It will be free, and it will 
be independent—​and it will belong to all of our people.” He likened the PBA 
to the 1862 Morrill Act that “set aside lands in every State—​lands which 
belonged to the people—​and it set them aside in order to build the land-​grant 
colleges of the Nation. So today we rededicate a part of the airwaves—​which 
belong to all the people—​and we dedicate them for the enlightenment of all 
the people.”48

Despite these noble ideals, the story of public broadcasting in the United 
States has largely been one of decline, primarily owing to a fatal flaw in its 
fundamental design. For as much as the PBA replicated the social demo-
cratic vision of the Carnegie Commission’s original blueprint, one key detail 
was different:  the funding model. The Carnegie report was clear that suc-
cess depended on adequate funding, which the commission recommended 
should come from a trust fund supported by up to a 5 percent manufacturer’s 
excise tax on television sets—​essentially a significant guaranteed subsidy that 
bore some similarities to the BBC’s funding model (which derives from a li-
cense fee that everyone who watches television programs must pay). Instead, 
the PBA determined that public broadcasting’s funding would depend on 
congressional appropriations, rendering it vulnerable to constant budget 
fights and political attacks.
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Broadcast historian Robert Avery argues that despite being the most sig-
nificant piece of communication legislation in the latter half of the twentieth 
century, the fatal flaw of having an inadequate funding structure—​along 
with lacking an insulated and autonomous board of directors—​prevented 
public broadcasting from ever achieving its democratic potential.49 Indeed, 
without a permanent and secure source of federal funding sheltering 
public broadcasting from political attacks—​which is what an independent 
trust fund could have guaranteed—​PBS has been subjected to congres-
sional squabbling. This dependency has kept it impoverished and politi-
cally constrained, especially in how it reflects and serves diverse publics.50 
Predictably enough, public broadcasting has struggled to create program-
ming appealing to viewers across racial and class lines.51

Even under these considerable limitations, however, as work by historians 
Laurie Oullette and Allison Perlman shows, the possibilities for an alterna-
tive progressive trajectory was evident, at least during a relatively brief mo-
ment in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In those early days, public television 
(much of it still produced by NET) did produce and broadcast hard-​hitting, 
even radical, programming on topics such as poverty and civil rights.52 The 
show “The Great American Dream Machine” regularly satirized members of 
congress and featured left-​wing figures such as Studs Terkel. Another show, 
“The Nader Report,” featured Ralph Nader and focused on consumer rights 
and shady corporate practices. Some shows questioned US intervention in 
Cuba and other regions and were seemingly sympathetic toward communist 
leaders. Documentaries aired on public television examined social problems, 
such as the plight of poor people, and took on powerful institutions such as 
banks. Even the children’s educational show “Sesame Street” was more rad-
ical and activist back then, tackling thorny issues related to class and race, 
and frequently hosting progressive guests like Pete Seeger.53 This more vis-
ible commitment to radical politics (with many inherent tensions) did not 
mesh well with a funding model dependent on foundations and weak public 
subsidies—​a model that the radio historian Josh Shepperd aptly notes, “did 
not fund dissent.”54 Such radical programming unsurprisingly invited a con-
servative backlash, one that would never fully relent.

Another significant tension hindering the early US public broadcasting 
system was a power struggle within the network itself. Somewhat paradox-
ically, the more top-​down and centralized NET, the national hub of educa-
tional television based in New York City, produced more progressive and 
overtly political programming.55 NET was sometimes accused by more 
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conservative local stations, especially in the South, as having a left-​wing bias 
and being culturally elitist.56 Because it was supplanted by PBS, which took 
on the main role of national planning and program distribution, NET’s in-
fluence gradually waned. However, with the Ford Foundation’s support, it 
continued to produce programming into the 1970s. For many progressive 
activists who were initially optimistic about public broadcasting’s radical 
potential, NET was the high-​water mark—​the exemplar of what could have 
been. Veteran broadcaster and former NET president James Day described 
what became of PBS as a “hobbled” medium “whose place in American tel-
evision broadcasting has been purposefully marginalized by public policy” 
and “effectively neutered” by Congress.57

With public radio (which was added into the Public Broadcasting Act 
at the last minute), the struggles were perhaps not as stark, but we see 
a similar legacy of social democratic hopes deferred. The big land-​grant 
universities and smaller community radio stations had significantly dif-
ferent understandings of educational radio’s pedagogical and ideological 
purposes.58 The smaller stations—​the network that eventually coalesced 
into the National Federation of Community Broadcasters (NFCB)—​
were initially left out of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting’s (CPB) 
funding criteria. This created considerable friction within the movement 
for noncommercial radio, especially since the smaller stations were often 
rooted in local communities. These often more activist stations saw the 
larger educational stations benefitting from the existing public radio 
structures.59

Although the more established educational stations won out within the 
public broadcasting system, the progressive legacy of radical and com-
munity radio persists today. An important alternative public model is the 
Pacifica radio network that first emerged from the media reform struggles 
of the 1940s. In 1949, the pacifist Lewis Hill, inspired by reformers like 
Charles Siepmann, launched Pacifica Radio (KPFA-​FM) in Berkeley, 
California, as an ad-​free, nonprofit, listener-​supported station. Eventually, 
Pacifica Radio would expand to a small network of stations. Still broad-
casting today—​though often under intense economic pressures—​Pacifica 
stations represent a more independent and overtly political model of com-
munity radio.60 Another exemplar is low power FM broadcasting (LPFM), 
which emerged in the early 2000s to establish hundreds of hyper-local, 
noncommercial radio stations that reflect diverse cultures and voices of 
underserved communities.61
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Ongoing Political and Economic Challenges

Public broadcasting came under increasing political attack in the 1970s, 
especially from the Nixon administration, which threatened to cut off all 
funding.62 Nixon treated those involved as political subversives producing 
“far-​left” programming (especially the kind coming from the NET studios) 
and he devised various schemes to hinder their operations.63 Newt Gingrich 
and other conservative politicos would carry on this tradition of targeting 
public broadcasting for having a presumably liberal bias. During the Bush 
administration in the early 2000s, Kenneth Tomlinson, the Republican CPB 
chairman, closely monitored Bill Moyers’s show for political leanings and 
pressured PBS to air more conservative content.

With its funding perpetually uncertain, public broadcasting has come to 
depend on other sources—​including corporate sponsors. From native adver-
tising to the reliance on “enhanced underwriting”—​essentially full-​blown 
advertisements—​public broadcasters increasingly have blurred the distinc-
tion between commercial and noncommercial media. For example, national 
NPR platforms as well as regional NPR and public television stations work 
closely with the “sponsorship sales team” National Public Media (NPM) to 
promote various kinds of native advertising made available to sponsors.64 
On its website, NPM boasts “custom native integrations” of their products 
with NPR’s content, promising that sponsors “can amplify their brand align-
ment.” They guarantee clients: “From custom websites to award-​winning 360 
experiences, we can extend your sponsorship across NPR’s most unique dig-
ital experiences.”65

This growing economic dependence on corporate sponsorship becomes a 
vicious cycle: As public media outlets increasingly become indistinguishable 
from commercial media, it becomes harder for PBS to justify its federal funding. 
Yet financial pressures force public media to become more entrepreneurial in 
their search for corporate funding. The plight of Sesame Street, one of public 
television’s most-​celebrated shows for over four decades, is indicative of this 
trend. As of 2015, the program’s new episodes are being shown first on the pre-
mium cable channel HBO.66 The familiar alternative—​relying on listener and 
viewer support—​forces public broadcasters to maximize their audiences in a 
manner similar to that of commercial broadcasting, which can encourage a 
move away from local programming and toward more homogenous formats.67

Placing yet more economic and political stress on public broadcasters, 
President Trump has repeatedly introduced budgets that (unsuccessfully) 
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proposed eliminating their federal funding.68 Despite these challenges, 
survey data consistently show high levels of enthusiasm for public broad-
casting, suggesting that the American people might actually accept 
arguments for increased support.69 The threats facing public broadcasting 
today are generating public concern, but whether it is enough to save it for 
the long term remains unclear.70 Ideally, advocates would move beyond 
defensive postures to articulate a vision for strengthening and reinventing 
public media for the digital age. We can even hope our public media system 
might still actualize its original ideals.

Public Media Subsidies Around the World

A common reaction against proposals for expanding public media is to point 
out public broadcasting’s significant shortcomings as proof that the model 
can never succeed. Such arguments conflate what is (in this case, a poorly 
funded system) with what must always be. They assume that (as Margaret 
Thatcher once said in a different context) “there is no alternative” to the 
commercial system. But we know from both our own history and from 
many examples around the world that public alternatives are indeed avail-
able. Democratic societies have long invested in publicly subsidized media 
systems. Beyond maintaining vibrant public broadcast systems, many 
countries, especially in Western and Northern Europe, also directly and in-
directly subsidize newspapers. For example, Norway relies on state subsi-
dies for newspapers to lessen commercial pressures, counteract the effects 
of competition, and prevent newspaper monopolies.71 Many other kinds of 
state-​supported journalism exist around the world, and a wide range of inter-
national media policies mandate proactive government engagement to en-
sure diverse media.72 These international comparisons offer potential lessons 
for US policymakers, especially as the journalism crisis worsens and the lack 
of a social safety net for news becomes glaringly apparent.

A prime example of a media system with a safety net can be found in the 
United Kingdom. In 2016, the BBC began leveraging its considerable re-
sources to shore up the United Kingdom’s struggling news industry. It 
assigned nearly one hundred and fifty “local democracy reporters” at news 
organizations across the country to help compensate for the loss of jobs and 
to focus specifically on local politics while sharing coverage with other media 
outlets.73 The BBC is also bolstering the British news industry by funding 
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accessible digital content for media organizations’ local journalism and 
sharing coverage with various news providers. These collaborative projects 
include a massive “local news partnership,” a “local democracy reporting 
service,” and a “news hub” giving news partners access to a vast trove of BBC 
video and audio footage.74

More recently, the BBC has proposed a new charity, the Local Democracy 
Foundation, that will take over and expand the earlier democracy re-
porting program. In conjunction with tech companies and other potential 
contributors, the BBC foundation will fund regional public interest jour-
nalism to cover council meetings and other events that otherwise would 
likely go unreported. With over fifty thousand stories published through 
this collaborative model so far, many media observers hope the programs 
will continue to expand. However, the project has also faced accusations that 
its model reinforces market concentration since it placed the vast majority 
of its reporters with local newspapers owned by only three major regional 
publishers.75 Smaller publishers have charged that the BBC program allows 
large, debt-​laden publishers to take advantage of taxpayer support to com-
pensate for earlier profit-​seeking measures—​actions that contributed to the 
very crisis in journalism the program seeks to address.76 Nonetheless, the 
program offers a potentially useful measure at a time when the market is 
woefully incapable of supporting the journalism that democracy requires.

With their leading newspaper—​the Guardian—​owned by the Scott Trust, 
the British are no strangers to nonmarket-​based support for newspapers.77 In 
a high-​profile speech, Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn argued that, in ad-
dition to expanding and reforming the BBC, the British government should 
institute redistributive measures to support journalism. Noting that French 
and Belgian news publishers had negotiated a settlement with Google, he 
argued that the United Kingdom should compel “the digital monopolies that 
profit from every search, share, and like we make” to pay into an independent 
“public interest media fund.”78 Six months later, the Cairncross Review, a de-
tailed report on the future of British news media, similarly called for a new 
institute to oversee “direct funding for public-​interest news outlets, with 
public funds used to support the reporting of local democracy.”79

Canada is also pursuing significant journalism subsidies, reflected in three 
important reforms included in its budget. First, it changed the Canadian 
tax code to allow for nonprofit journalism organizations—​the equivalent of 
501(c)(3) journalism businesses—​and tax-​deductible contributions to these 
institutions, neither of which were previously permissible in Canada. Second, 
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the Canadian government earmarked money for a refundable tax credit 
for news organizations (both for-​profit and nonprofit) to offset news labor 
costs. What organizations can qualify and what percentage of the fees will be 
credited will be determined by an independent commission of journalists. 
Third, it established a 15 percent tax credit for individuals’ subscriptions to 
qualifying digital news media, with media eligibility to be determined by an 
independent commission. The government allocated a total of $595 million 
CAD over 5 years, or approximately US$90 million per year.80 This generous 
subsidy is in addition to a pledge by the Canadian government of $50 mil-
lion CAD (US$38 million) to local journalism made earlier in the year.81 
These proposals have been met with a fair amount of legitimate criticism—​
especially from smaller publishers who feel that these subsidies favor unde-
serving incumbents—​but despite such flaws they have started an important 
and ongoing conversation about public policy interventions to support 
journalism.

Australia, too, is considering press subsidies. In 2012, the government’s 
“Finkelstein Report” looked at the state of Australian media and media 
regulation.82 The report surveyed a broad range of media subsidies and 
other regulatory interventions that governments around the world have 
deployed to bolster public service journalism. While this report eventually 
faded from view, more recently Australians both in and outside govern-
ment have begun to call for a tax on digital intermediaries and other forms 
of subsidy to help support journalism.83 Rupert Murdoch, for less-​than-​
noble reasons, has come out in support of these interventions. But they are 
also beginning to gain more public support as Australia’s journalism crisis 
worsens.

While a number of other countries—​in Europe as well as Malaysia and 
South Korea—​are considering similar new proposals for subsidizing 
struggling news outlets, a more long-​standing model for funding local jour-
nalism exists in Sweden.84 When faced with a newspaper crisis over forty 
years ago, the Swedish government drew from the Norwegian model of press 
subsidies to begin taxing newspaper ads. It created a fund that was adminis-
tered by an independent agency that supported struggling papers and staved 
off bankruptcies. The government used these subsidies to support smaller 
newspapers and broaden the bounds of news discourse. Today, an adminis-
trative governmental body called the Press Subsidies Council allocates funds 
based on circulation and revenue to newspapers other than the dominant 
paper in a particular municipality or region.85 Even though these subsidies 
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account for a relatively small percent of the papers’ total revenue, they have 
successfully kept smaller, provincial newspapers in business and prevented 
one-​newspaper towns from proliferating.86 Reduced taxes and distribution 
subsidies also financially aid Swedish newspapers.87 While these programs 
initially stirred controversy by making newspapers more dependent on the 
state, over time Swedish citizens have come to accept their necessity in pre-
serving media pluralism.

In 2009, conservative French President Nicolas Sarkozy proposed giving 
every eighteen year old a one-​year subscription to one of the country’s major 
newspapers and free subscriptions to all high school students. In a request 
for a $780 million package for France’s ailing newspaper industry, Sarkozy 
asserted that it is the state’s responsibility “to make sure an independent, free, 
and pluralistic press exists.”88 The government implemented a nine-​fold in-
crease in its support for newspaper deliveries and doubled its annual print 
advertising expenditures. After a three-​month study, Sarkozy announced 
that the state would increase its annual support for newspaper and magazine 
deliveries from $10.5 million to $90 million, spend an additional $26.5 mil-
lion more per year for its advertisements in print publications, and suspend 
some publication fees.89

In other European countries, different cultural and ownership patterns 
have left their newspaper industries in better stead. For example, the 
German Newspaper Publishers’ Association attributed the healthier 
state of journalism in that country (with a readership of 70  percent) to 
structural differences and also noted that most German newspapers are 
owned by families or small businesses with strong ties to local commu-
nities.90 This is representative of many European press systems. Even if 
they are not thriving economically, the sense of crisis is somewhat reduced 
because of lower expectations of profitability and fewer commercial 
pressures. European press institutions have been less likely than their US 
counterparts to be traded on the stock market. While newspaper industries 
in these countries are also suffering from the shift to the internet, they did 
not have as far to fall because they were never commercialized to the same 
extent as US newspapers.91 And yet, even though their journalism crisis 
has been more severe, the United States continues to trail other democ-
racies in responding via public policy. The many models for public media 
subsidies that exist around the world could help broaden the social imag-
inary for what is possible in the US. Meanwhile, a number of experiments 
are beginning to take root.
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Potential Funding Models for a New Public 
Media System

Slowly but surely, even the United States is beginning to entertain non-
market experiments, including public media subsidies. For example, in 2018 
the New Jersey legislature passed a bill dedicating $5 million to the “Civic 
Information Consortium,” an innovative nonprofit with a mandate to help 
revitalize local media. The consortium was first proposed by the media re-
form organization Free Press and further developed during two years of 
grassroots advocacy and community engagement. Its primary objective 
is to fund news projects designed to meet New Jersey residents’ informa-
tion needs, especially in underserved, low-​income areas and communities 
of color. The consortium aims to increase the quantity and quality of both 
legacy and start-​up news outlets, as well as support media literacy and civic 
engagement programs.92 The initial $5 million was later reduced to $2 mil-
lion, a mere drop in the bucket in light of the news industry’s catastrophic 
losses over the last decade. Nonetheless, it serves as a significant proof-​of-​
concept that state governments can financially support local journalism.

Another interesting case—​this one a scenario where public media stepped 
directly into the breach to shore up suffering journalistic institutions—​
occurred in 2018 when New York City’s public radio station WNYC helped 
resuscitate a local news site. With funding from anonymous donors, the sta-
tion acquired the defunct Gothamist and will also integrate Gothamist’s sat-
ellite sites in Washington and Los Angeles with local public radio stations.93 
WNYC is not alone; public media stations around the country are increas-
ingly collaborating with local news institutions and civil society groups to 
become multimedia hubs. These collaborations often produce various kinds 
of digital print media—​from transcripts to stand-​alone reports—​in addi-
tion to traditional radio and television broadcast media. Increasingly, public 
media outlets are outright buying digital print start-​ups. Examples of this 
phenomenon include the Philadelphia public broadcast station WHYY 
buying Billy Penn, Colorado Public Radio buying Denverite, KPCC buying 
LAist, WAMU buying DCist, and WNET buying New Jersey Spotlight.94 
This model—​where local public media outlets serve as a kind of “anchor in-
stitution”—​promises to expand in the coming years.95

A former Alaska public radio reporter reminds us that the Public 
Broadcasting Act of 1967 stated clearly that local public TV and radio stations 
are “valuable local community resources” that should be used “to address 
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national concerns and solve local problems through community programs 
and outreach programs.”96 This public media system now includes more than 
a thousand local stations, each licensed to a nonprofit, community group, or 
educational organization such as a college or university. These stations are 
embedded within local communities and maintain strong connections with 
those whom they serve. For example, the public broadcast station WILL in 
Urbana, Illinois, where I used to work as a radio show producer, has long 
branded itself as “public media” and maintains strong ties to local citizens.

Such public media experiments will no doubt continue, but for them to be 
universally accessible and scale up to the national level, we must first resolve 
the age-​old question of how we might pay for their expansion. A number of 
options exist. The most obvious one is that the United States could simply 
reverse course and join the rest of the democratic world by funding a strong 
public media system. The United States could rectify earlier mistakes by 
guaranteeing long-​term financial support and removing public media’s 
budget from the congressional appropriation process. A  permanent trust 
for public media would shield the system from political pressures and pro-
vide enough stability for long-​term planning (I return to this argument in the 
book’s conclusion).

A larger budget also would allow the US public media system to experi-
ment with new formats and increase its capacity, diversity, and reach. With 
a bigger funding base, we could broaden the definition of public media to 
include not just PBS and NPR, but also LPFM and other community stations, 
public-​access cable television, independent community news sites, and other 
local outlets. By transitioning them into multimedia centers, these estab-
lished institutions could combine their collective resources (as some already 
are doing) to collaborate on the local and investigative reporting that is no 
longer covered by collapsing commercial newspapers.

Other creative proposals could jumpstart innovative forms of public 
media without direct government subsidies. Policymakers in other countries 
are already proposing some of these plans, such as tax vouchers that people 
can put toward their choice of media.97 Others draw inspiration from ex-
isting US institutions, such as a proposal to establish an AmeriCorps-​style, 
government-​subsidized journalism jobs program or to create a government 
research-​and-​development fund to encourage innovative, multi-​platform 
models of journalism.98 Yet others would create subsidies without increasing 
government outlays, for instance by repurposing funds for international 
broadcasting, charging commercial broadcasters fees for their use of the 
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public spectrum, implementing an equivalent to the universal service charge 
added to monthly phone bills; or placing a small consumer tax on cellphones, 
computers, and other devices.99

An even more ambitious plan would transform existing public infrastruc-
ture, such as post offices and public libraries, into local community media 
centers. In addition to providing public internet access—​perhaps as part of 
a municipal broadband network—​these spaces could help facilitate local re-
porting through various print, digital, and audio media.100 The Indymedia 
experiment of the early 2000s could serve as a potential model, allowing for 
the condition that these community media centers would be publicly funded 
as well as receive various forms of support from local communities instead 
of relying on all-​volunteer labor, which was always a major challenge to this 
model’s efficacy.101

Strong public institutions benefit the entire media system by competing 
with commercial outlets and pressuring them to be more responsible, di-
verse, and informative. To advance such arguments requires an ideological 
narrative, one that stresses democratic values while unequivocally criticizing 
commercial media’s limitations in providing society with adequate news and 
information. Yet significant barriers remain. Even many Americans who 
believe something must be done to save journalism—​especially journalists 
themselves—​fear that government involvement means government control. 
Therefore, it bears underscoring that government supporting the necessary 
structures for a healthy media system is not tantamount to government con-
trol of media content. Indeed, public policies that support journalism should 
be ideologically and viewpoint neutral.

The current journalism crisis presents a rare opportunity to revitalize and 
repurpose US public broadcasting as a new media system dedicated to local 
newsgathering and public service reporting across multiple platforms. The 
first step toward creating the necessary politics for this new system is to re-
frame discussions around public media subsidies.

Public Media Subsidies: As American as Apple Pie

A central tenet within US political discourse holds that state-​funded media 
subsidies are deeply antithetical to American values. As discussed earlier 
in this book, however, historical evidence belies this assumption. Not only 
have various media subsidies been firmly established within US traditions, 
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the historical record shows that press subsidies are completely compatible 
with democratic society in both the United States and around the globe—​
in fact, they positively correlate with stronger democracies. Nonetheless, 
misconceptions about subsidies continue to abound in the United States, 
impeding rational policy debates on their merits in light of the implosion of 
the older subsidy model—​namely, advertising revenue.

As a case in point, consider postal subsidies. Scholars have calculated that 
if contemporary postal subsidies were applied at the same level as in the Post 
Office Act of 1792, they would amount to billions of dollars.102 According to a 
calculation by the late legal scholar Ed Baker, postal subsidies still amounted to 
$80 million even in the early twentieth century, which in today’s dollars would 
equal approximately $6 billion.103 These subsidies have steadily declined since 
the Postal Reorganization Act of 1970; indeed, the entire postal system has 
come under attack from conservatives who reject the traditional consensus 
that it need not be self-​funding. Nonetheless, these subsidies persist, and 
leading political magazines ranging from the liberal Nation to the conser-
vative National Review still depend on them. In popular discourse, however, 
these government allocations are rarely understood as media subsidies.

The large US international broadcasting apparatus is another subsidy 
that usually goes unmentioned in policy discussions. In recent years, the 
Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG, now called the US Agency for 
Global Media) received nearly $800 million to run programs such as Voice 
of America (VOA) and Radio Free Europe (the annual budget is now closer 
to $700 million).104 Because of concerns about government propaganda, the 
1948 Smith-​Mundt Act forbade international broadcasting services such as 
the VOA from being broadcasted directly to US audiences.105 However, in 
2013 Congress amended the original law so that these broadcasts could air 
within US borders.106 While potential capture by government warrants cau-
tion, and we must always vigilantly maintain proper safeguards, the United 
States could redirect such large media subsidies toward supporting local 
public service media.107

The most well-​known media subsidy in the United States is, of course, its 
public broadcasting system. At present levels, the federal governments funds 
PBS at a rate of approximately $445 million a year. For comparison, the gov-
ernment spends, on average, $626  million annually and employs around 
two thousand media workers on the Pentagon’s public relations budget.108 
Historically, the United States also has been quick to subsidize the creation of 
media systems in other countries.109 At the precise moment that reactionaries 



Imagining a Public Media Option  159

were red-​baiting media reformers who were advocating for a more public-​
oriented media system in the United States, US occupying forces were building 
strong public media in Japan and in Germany— what would become, respec-
tively, the public broadcasting systems of NHK and ARD.

Despite this long history of media subsidies, calls for rebuilding the US 
news system with public monies are often met with howls of alarm. Over 
the past decade, however, proposals for press subsidies have slowly bub-
bled up into mainstream discourse. In 2010, for example, Columbia 
University President Lee Bollinger authored a Wall Street Journal op-​ed ti-
tled “Journalism Needs Government’s Help.”110 Around the same time, 
other legal scholars argued that press subsidies pass constitutional muster 
and are consistent with US history and international standards.111 James 
Curran described this early response as “public reformism,” which calls for 
strengthening public media to sustain the journalism that the private sector 
can no longer support.112 Accumulating evidence that public media systems 
provide significant social benefits further justifies this approach to the jour-
nalism crisis.

A growing body of academic research shows that public media tend to 
present a wider range of voices and perspectives than commercial media. 
This scholarship demonstrates that publicly owned media and government-​
subsidized private media are no less critical of government than nonsubsi-
dized, privately owned media.113 Counterintuitively, some of this research 
suggests that the state actually can play a bigger role in shaping the news in 
liberal democracies with predominantly commercial media systems than it 
does in democracies with publicly subsidized media systems. For example, 
Daniel Hallin notes that comparative analyses show “very strong evidence 
that press subsidies don’t lead journalists to be timid” and even suggests 
that the Swedish press became more adversarial after public subsidies were 
introduced.114

Another comparative analysis demonstrates that public television in other 
democratic nations devotes more attention than does the US market-​driven 
model to public affairs and international news, which fosters greater public 
knowledge in these areas, encourages higher levels of news consumption, 
and shrinks the knowledge gap between economically advantaged and disad-
vantaged citizens.115 Other research shows that strong public media systems 
correlate with higher political knowledge and other social benefits, including 
higher levels of voting and democratic engagement.116 Research also shows 
that public media tend to be more independent, ideologically diverse, and 
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critical of dominant policy positions compared to commercial news organ-
izations.117 Research suggests that the popular BBC, an unrivaled source for 
international news, demonstrates an independence that compares favorably 
with the US system.118 Another group of scholars continues to document the 
benefits of the Nordic public media model—​what some have called a “media 
welfare state.”119

In general, these studies illustrate that public media tend to produce 
higher-​quality international reporting, as well as programming that serves 
communities of color, women, linguistic and ethnic minorities, and other 
groups and regions that for-​profit media often neglect.120 Research finds that 
people exposed to public television news have higher levels of social trust, 
a more realistic view of their own society, and less extremist views.121 For 
example, one study on attitudes toward immigrants found that commercial 
news contains more sensationalized coverage on immigration than public 
news and that those who consumed more commercial news held more 
negative and less balanced views toward immigrants.122 Other scholarship 
shows that public broadcasters produce higher-​quality public affairs cov-
erage and hard news compared to their commercial counterparts. One study 
concluded that, free from both market forces and government interference, 
publicly subsidized broadcasting is “markedly ‘better’ than its commercial 
rivals.”123

The concept of “market failure,” discussed in chapter 2, is central to un-
derstanding the need for public media subsidies. To legitimize public policy 
intervention, especially among US policymakers where market fundamen-
talism still reigns, articulating the case for market failure is key. Because 
commercial media favor entertainment-​focused programming of low-​
quality information that reaches broad audiences with non-​controversial, 
often-​unimaginative content, the resultant media product disadvantages 
minority representation and arguably avoids riskier, more innovative fare. 
Scholars such as Ed Baker have gone even further to argue that advertising-​
based media systems contribute to inequality, skewed content, market cen-
sorship, concentrated media ownership, and other deleterious outcomes.124 
Based on similar assumptions, democratic societies have long relied on a 
market-​failure rationale to invest in public broadcasting systems.125

If commercial media’s systemic market failures were better understood in 
the United States, there might be a stronger push for public media to step 
into the vacuum created by the collapsing newspaper industry. Absent ide-
ological constraints, the current historical juncture could create an opening 



Imagining a Public Media Option  161

for establishing a new autonomous public media system devoted to public 
service. Such a plan may be presumed dead on arrival, especially among 
Republicans. We may recall that in a presidential debate against President 
Obama, then-​candidate Mitt Romney famously said he would cut sub-
sidies to PBS even though he loves Big Bird.126 But despite the rhetoric of 
Republican elites, polling data from across the political spectrum consist-
ently show high levels of support for public broadcasting, especially from 
liberals, but even a surprising level among conservatives.127 We need to har-
ness this popularity to expand public media—​before it is too late.

Toward a New Public Media System

Sustaining US democracy requires that we fund an alternative media infra-
structure, one insulated from the commercial pressures that ushered in the 
current journalism crisis. A media system can accommodate both commer-
cial and noncommercial models; what is ideal is a mixed media system that 
subordinates profit-​making to democratic imperatives and is better able to 
withstand market oscillations. A wholly commercial system—​one focused 
on optimizing advertising revenue and maximizing profits—​is structurally 
vulnerable and inadequate for serving democratic needs. Combined with 
policy failures in addressing market concentration and extreme commer-
cialism, these structural flaws have produced a news media system in the US 
uniquely susceptible to a full-​blown journalism crisis. The aim of any reform 
project should be to salvage public service journalism from the ravages of a 
dying commercial media system.

Subsidizing US journalism requires a paradigm shift in our thinking about 
the fundamental nature of media. Because US journalism has depended for 
so long on advertising revenue (with news a by-​product of the main transac-
tion), this funding model is often taken for granted and constrains our im-
agination about what could or should be done. For example, a number of 
recently proposed reforms focus on ensuring that news organizations receive 
a fair share of the advertising revenue produced by social media platforms 
and search engines.128 Not only are these reforms paltry, they miss addressing 
the underlying problem of extreme commercialism entirely. Publishers 
should have never been so reliant on advertising revenue in the first place. It 
is long past time to champion noncommercial methods for nurturing a free 
and adversarial press in the United States. Without public service journalism, 
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democracy itself becomes dangerously vulnerable to a debased media cul-
ture of misinformation.

Increasing evidence suggests that private capital alone can no longer 
fully support professional journalism, but new tax laws could help transi-
tion commercial news organizations into new low-​ and nonprofit ownership 
structures (discussed in chapter 3). The incentive structures of these non-
profit outlets are fundamentally different—​typically more focused on pro-
ducing public service journalism—​from those driving the commercial press. 
Nonetheless, while these private, nonprofit models should be embraced, tax-​
status changes alone will not make these outlets viable. Many must still rely 
on subscriptions, donations, advertising, and other revenue sources to pay 
the bills. They are still at the mercy of market forces, even if they do not face 
the same commercial pressures.

In the final analysis, increasing public funding for public media is the 
surest systemic approach to the journalism crisis. Given the spate of recent 
newspaper closures and bankruptcies, as well as the vast wasteland of com-
mercial radio and television journalism, the crisis calls for democratically 
determined public policy interventions. Now is the time to carve out a per-
manent public news media system shielded from the market. The current 
crisis offers opportunities for reasserting the public service mission of the 
press. Removing profit pressures could liberate newsrooms from absentee 
corporate owners and return them to the communities they purportedly 
serve. Media conglomerates and private equity firms should not be permitted 
to treat news organizations as mere commodities. Those unwilling to invest 
in quality journalism over the long term would do the public a service as well 
as protect their own bottom line if they withdraw from the media business 
in an orderly fashion. In short, we must rescue good assets from bad owners. 
Public policy can help facilitate this transition.

To be sure, a social democratic approach cannot solve all of media’s 
problems. A well-​funded public media system that fails to address structural 
reform would likely reproduce the same problems of racism, classism, and 
elitism that have bedeviled public radio and television in the United States. 
Solving these problems would require more than simply shoring up sup-
port for incumbent media organizations or replicating elitist journalistic 
practices, such as an overreliance on official sources. Even the BBC, the most 
famous of all public media systems, has been fraught with elitist tendencies 
and deep-​seated structural problems.129 Many ongoing cultural issues of pro-
fessionalism would take time to recalibrate in a truly public media system.
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A new public media system must actively seek out and include historically 
marginalized groups, voices, and ideas. As we saw in chapter 1, traditional 
liberalism has often championed a marketplace of ideas without recognizing 
preexisting structural inequities, particularly along class, gender, sexual ori-
entation, and racial lines. Ideally, this new system would be more radical 
than liberal; it would penetrate to the roots of power and ruthlessly scruti-
nize dominant assumptions and institutions. With a strong firewall between 
newsgathering and the state as a precondition for its existence, this public 
media system must remain antagonistic toward powerful interests regardless 
of political regime.

Ultimately, revitalizing US media requires a national approach driven by 
federal policy. If we confront the ever-​evolving relationship between gov-
ernment and media without ideological blinders, the social democratic ap-
proach to media policy seems eminently reasonable. Too many people take 
it as an article of faith that such a model could never flourish in the United 
States. The fact that a more robust public media system did not take root is a 
testament to the political victories of US broadcasters and publishers in the 
1930s and 1940s. The commercial system that emerged represented the tri-
umph of a corporate elite consensus, not the public interest.

Of course, all public media subsidies should be based on principles of 
complete transparency, systems of accountability, and numerous safeguards 
and firewalls to ensure they do not become instruments of state influence. 
But as the historical record shows, many leading democracies—​including 
the United States at various points in its history—​have successfully employed 
press subsidies without sliding toward totalitarianism. As we assess the 
current journalism crisis, we must look to history and revisit the roads not 
taken—​and consider taking them. Persuading a critical mass of Americans to 
embrace a social democratic approach to the journalism crisis today poses a 
difficult political struggle. But we simply do not have the luxury of retreating 
to ideological comfort zones when facing a crisis of this magnitude.
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Conclusion
The Media We Need

Commercial journalism’s collapse is now indisputable. But as a society we 
have yet to face up to what this means. No new business model that can save 
journalism is waiting to be discovered. No purely profit-​driven model can 
address the growing news deserts that are sprouting up all over the United 
States. It is questionable whether commercial news media ever fully aligned 
with society’s democratic needs, but now it is abundantly clear the market 
cannot support the level of journalism—​especially local, international, 
policy, and investigative reporting—​that democracy requires.

The past decade has witnessed a precipitous decline in newspaper revenue 
and readership, reducing the number of the nation’s newsroom employees by 
nearly half. Actual journalism is vanishing, misinformation is proliferating, 
and our public media system—​which ideally could provide a safety net for 
when the market fails to support the press—​remains impoverished compared 
to its global counterparts. The economic threats facing journalism—​from 
the collapse of its advertising-​dependent business model to the dominance 
of platform monopolies like Facebook and Google—​comprise a structural 
crisis for our news media system. But this crisis is also an opportunity to en-
tirely reinvent journalism.

If we acknowledge that no entrepreneurial solution lies just around 
the bend—​if we stop grasping for a magical technological fix or a market 
panacea—​we can begin to look more aggressively for non-​market-​based 
alternatives. In doing so, we can dare to imagine a new public media system 
for the digital age, one that privileges democracy over profits. A journalism 
that goes to where the silences are in society and ruthlessly confronts those 
in power. An information system that keeps a laser-​like focus on climate 
change, hyper-​inequality, mass incarceration, and other pressing social 
problems. How would we design such a system?

History offers fleeting glimpses of this alternative journalism—​
investigative reporting that exposes corruption, changes policy, and benefits 
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all of society. Every now and then, we encounter media coverage that tells 
stories and introduces voices we otherwise would never hear. But for far too 
long, these moments have been the exception. The history of the US media 
system is a history of misrepresentation, exclusion, and ongoing market 
failure. But it did not—​and does not—​have to be this way. Another media 
system is possible, one that is more democratically governed and accessible 
to all. The biggest obstacle to this vision is a constricted view of what can be. 
We must broaden our political imaginary.

If we are willing to recognize the root of the problem facing journalism’s 
future—​namely, the relentless pursuit of increasingly unattainable profits—​
we can begin to address the crisis. If we find ways to minimize structural 
threats caused by rampant commercialism, we may actually achieve this new 
kind of journalism. But we must first consider the strategic frameworks and 
policies needed to realize this vision. Above all else, we must see journalism 
as an essential public service—​a core infrastructure—​that democracy needs 
to survive.1

Infrastructures of Democracy

We learn in school that an informed society—​a bedrock of self-​governing 
society—​requires a free press. However, we as a society rarely reflect on the 
infrastructures and policies that are required to maintain a healthy press 
system. Today, as we look to journalism to protect us against misinformation 
and corruption, the press is in a structural crisis. Journalism’s institutional 
support is collapsing, leaving entire regions and issues uncovered at a time 
when reliable information and robust reporting is desperately needed. The 
crisis is disproportionately harming specific communities and vulnerable 
groups.

A growing body of scholarship documents the negative social effects 
caused by information scarcity, the proliferation of misinformation, 
and the rise of news deserts. As we saw in chapter 3, studies show that 
those lacking access to reliable sources of news are less informed about 
politics, less civically engaged, and less likely to vote. Moreover, these 
communities are more polarized and face rising levels of corruption in 
their local governments. Much evidence suggests that many of these 
problems will only worsen in the coming years. The loss of journalism and 
rampant misinformation are structural problems that require structural 
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solutions. More to the point, they are social problems that require policy 
interventions.

With increasing public attention focused on threats to the integrity of our 
news and information systems, now is an opportune moment to consider 
reforms that reorient US journalism for the digital age. While a public media 
system is not the perfect panacea for all that ails our communications, it can 
provide a strong base for a healthy information ecosystem. Accumulating 
evidence attests that public media are beneficial for strengthening political 
knowledge and democratic engagement as well as for encouraging diversity 
and independence in news coverage. Furthermore, public media systems are 
guided by a normative commitment to ensure that all members of society 
have access to information and communication systems.

True inclusion means that communities are not only receiving high-​
quality news, but are also deeply engaged in the news-​making process it-
self. Community members should be involved in the governing process and 
empowered to organize their own newsrooms and collaborate in participa-
tory journalism. Community engagement in the news-​making process is 
the best way to create a new kind of journalism, one that is accountable and 
trustworthy.

With these concerns and emphases in mind, we must address the fol-
lowing questions: What might a new public media system look like? What 
policies, discourses, and politics are required to establish such a system in the 
United States? In some key respects, we have been here before, and histor-
ical knowledge about what worked and what failed in the past is instructive. 
Lessons gleaned from previous policy battles and media crises—​including 
the decades-​long campaign to establish a public broadcasting system in the 
United States—​have much to tell us about charting a way forward.

A Policy Approach to the Journalism Crisis

The road to the misinformation society has been paved with policy failures. 
Many of the media-​related challenges facing us today—​misinformation, un-
accountable monopolies, insufficient journalism—​are actually old problems. 
Donald Trump’s election was a symptom, not a cause, of a deeper institutional 
rot within the United States’ core systems, especially its media system. These 
long-​standing structural pathologies, I argue, are the direct result of media 
policy failures over time—​a long history of policy actions and inactions that 
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led to contemporary crises in our information systems. The failure to sus-
tain public service journalism created a fertile environment through which 
misinformation and low-​quality news coverage proliferated. The failure to 
maintain open and democratically operated communication infrastructures 
limited access to reliable information and democratic participation. The 
failure over time to prevent monopolistic control of key sectors of US infor-
mation systems created a wide range of harms, including news gatekeeping, 
lack of media diversity, and extreme commercialism. These overlapping 
policy failures maintain a “systemic market failure” arising from commer-
cial imperatives that have debased the US media experiment for much of its 
existence.

Any society that aspires to be a democracy must ensure the existence of 
reliable news and information systems. This necessitates approaching the 
journalism crisis as a major social problem and, therefore, a public policy 
problem. Transforming the US media system into a democratic force 
requires a robust policy program of regulating or breaking up information 
monopolies, creating public alternatives to commercial news media, and 
empowering media workers, consumers, and communities to engage with 
and create their own media.

The Path Forward: De-​Commercializing Journalism

Beyond the politics and policies required to actualize these alternatives, 
establishing a noncommercial vision as a long-​term normative goal is in 
itself a worthwhile project. Of course, removing commercial imperatives 
will not solve all journalism-​related problems. Deeply embedded cul-
tural orientations, hierarchies, and routines—​both within newsrooms and 
throughout society—​will persist after removing journalism from the market. 
Nonetheless, de-​commercialization is an important first step toward de-
mocratization. Removing commercial values (an emphasis on sensational, 
conflict-​driven, trivial news that attracts attention to advertising) and adding 
public values (an emphasis on high-​quality information, diverse voices and 
views, and reporting that confronts concentrated power and social problems) 
could foster a journalism that is universally accessible but attentive to diverse 
cultures and social contexts.

Salvaging a nonprofit model from the ashes of market-​driven jour-
nalism goes far beyond nostalgia for a golden age that never existed. This 
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project is not about finding the right business model to preserve the status 
quo or to resuscitate a past that was steeped in inequality and discrimi-
nation. Any path toward reinventing journalism must acknowledge that 
the market is its destructor, not savior. Commercialism lies at the heart 
of this crisis, and removing it could be transformative. The ravages of the 
market escape the same level of alarm compared to other risks facing news 
media today. While journalism’s external threats range from oppressive 
state governments to changes in audiences and technologies, the market 
poses an existential challenge. We should therefore either remove news 
production from the market entirely or, at the very least, minimize com-
mercial pressures.2

The late sociologist Eric Olin Wright left us a useful schematic that can 
help society think through the possibilities for de-​commercializing jour-
nalism and creating a truly public media system. Wright was a key thinker 
in envisioning “real utopias” and he provided a vocabulary for imagining 
a different social world. He proposed four general models for creating 
alternatives to capitalism, each one based on a different logic of resist-
ance:  smashing, taming, escaping, or eroding.3 After assessing these four 
approaches, Wright suggested that the strategies of eroding and taming 
capitalist relationships over time offered the best chance for change. On the 
one hand, we can push for reforms to the existing system that greatly im-
prove the everyday lives of people (taming), and on the other hand, we can 
create alternative structures that will gradually replace commercial models 
(eroding).

We can apply this strategic vision of taming and eroding capitalistic 
relationships to free our media system from commercial logics. There are five 
general approaches conducive to such a project:

	 •	 Establishing “public options” (i.e., noncommercial/​nonprofit, supported 
by public subsidies), such as well-​funded public media institutions and 
municipal broadband networks.

	 •	 Breaking up/​preventing media monopolies and oligopolies to en-
courage diversity and to curtail profit-​maximizing behavior.

	 •	 Regulating news outlets via public interest protections and public ser-
vice obligations such as ascertainment of society’s information needs.

	 •	 Enabling worker control by unionizing newsrooms, facilitating 
employee-​owned institutions and cooperatives, and maintaining pro-
fessional codes that shield journalism from business operations.
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	 •	 Fostering community ownership, oversight, and governance of 
newsrooms, and mandating accountability to diverse constituencies.

While society should pursue all of these approaches simultaneously, the 
most surefire way to tame and erode commercial media is to create a truly 
public system, one that can pressure for-​profit outlets to be more responsible 
and provide a structural alternative to systemic market failure.

Creating a New Public Media System

If we agree that nonprofit outlets alone are beneficial but insufficient, then 
a public media system is vitally necessary. We should be clear up front that 
any such national network for providing news would require tremendous  
resources. In the United States, proposing the idea of massive public sub-
sidies for news media usually elicits two immediate objections. One is the 
concern that a publicly subsidized system would create a mouthpiece for the 
state. The other objection is its cost.

I have been arguing throughout this book that media subsidies are not a 
slippery slope toward totalitarianism. Indeed, democratic nations around 
the globe have somehow figured out how to create strong public media 
systems while enjoying democratic benefits that put the United States to 
shame. Nonetheless, independence from government capture is certainly 
a legitimate concern. An ironclad prerequisite for any public media system 
is that it must be firewalled from government (as well as from other pow-
erful influences). Regardless of the funding source, a key requirement is 
severing all previous ties once money enters the trust. All donations must 
be cleansed of any institutional or personal attachments to ensure that jour-
nalism retains complete independence from any funder or government en-
tity. These donations should follow the “double-​blind” process mentioned 
earlier: No one will know exactly what kind of journalism their money is 
funding, and no grantee will know from whence their funding came. This 
political autonomy must be tethered to economic independence—​in other 
words, adequate funding and resources—​otherwise this new system would 
simply reenact the earlier errors of public broadcasting and create another 
weak system susceptible to political and economic pressures.

Creating a solid foundation for a new public media system will require tens 
of billions of dollars. This may seem large, but relative to the scale and type 
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of problem—​a first order need on par with public health, a standing military, 
and other non-​negotiable expenses—​it is actually a modest proposal. This is 
especially true if we consider the enormous opportunity costs to society if we 
proceed without a functioning news media system. Americans rarely ques-
tion the cost of government actions deemed necessary for the country’s sur-
vival, such as public education and other core systems and infrastructures. 
A functioning press system is arguably as essential as these other imperatives, 
and we therefore should not require its funding to be budget neutral, which is 
an ideologically-​loaded position passed off as hard-​headed realism. A viable 
press system is not a luxury; it is a necessity. Similar to a classic merit good 
discussed in chapter 2, journalism is not a “want,” but a “need.” We should 
treat it accordingly and draw a budget of $30 billion from the treasury on an 
annual basis—​a miniscule amount compared to massive tax cuts and mili-
tary budgets passed in recent decades.4

While a guaranteed annual budget derived directly from the US Treasury 
is the ideal means of supporting a new public media system, a second op-
tion would be a large public media trust fund supported by multiple rev-
enue streams. As discussed in chapter 5, there are many possible means of 
funding this trust. Most importantly, this financial support should not be a 
political football left to the mercy of the congressional appropriations pro-
cess. Instead, it might rely on charitable contributions from foundations and 
philanthropists, already-​existing subsidies, and other sources. Protected 
from powerful interests, this trust should be publicly operated and remain 
autonomous from government. While individuals could also contribute 
to the trust, a project of this scope requires large funders. Other possible 
sources of funding (all mentioned in chapter  5) might include consumer 
taxes on electronics and devices, tax vouchers, repurposing international 
broadcasting subsidies (worth hundreds of millions), and proceeds from 
spectrum sales (worth tens of billions of dollars). Two other major methods 
of funding a public media system are taxing platform monopolies and having 
foundations pool their resources to serve as “incubators” for what can later 
become a public media system.

Platform monopolies are not solely responsible for the systemic market 
failure undermining digital journalism, but Facebook and Google are cer-
tainly exacerbating the crisis. It is tragically ironic that this duopoly starves 
the very institutions they expect to fact-​check the misinformation pro-
liferating through their platforms. To offset some of the damage they are 
causing, these firms could help fund local news, investigative journalism, 
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policy reporting, and other kinds of coverage that democracy requires re-
gardless of whether its profitable for monopolistic firms. Thus far, Google 
and Facebook have supported journalism at a level that amounts to a public 
relations initiative. Google has pledged $300 million over three years for its 
News Initiative (less than 1 percent of Google’s 2017 profits). For its part, 
Facebook has launched a $3 million journalism “accelerator” (representing 
about 0.007 percent of the company’s 2017 revenues) to help ten to fifteen 
news organizations build their digital subscriptions using Facebook’s plat-
form. It also launched a program “Today In” to aggregate local news in com-
munities across the United States, but ran into problems when it found many 
areas were already entirely bereft of local news.5 These efforts are woefully 
insufficient.

Redistributing revenue as part of a new regulatory approach could ad-
dress the twin problems of unaccountable monopoly power and the loss of 
public service journalism. Facebook and Google (which owns YouTube) 
should help fund the very industry that they simultaneously profit from 
and eviscerate. These firms could pay a nominal “public media tax” of 1 per-
cent on their earnings, which would generate significant revenue for a jour-
nalism trust fund. Based on their 2017 net incomes, such a tax would yield 
$159.34 million from Facebook and $126.62 million from Google/​Alphabet. 
Combined, this $285.96 million would go a long way toward seeding an en-
dowment for independent journalism, especially if combined with other 
philanthropic contributions that accumulate over time. A similar, but more 
ambitious, plan proposed by the media reform organization Free Press calls 
for a tax on digital advertising more broadly, potentially yielding $2 billion 
dollars per year for public service journalism.6

These firms could certainly afford such expenditures, since they currently 
pay preciously little in taxes.7 In recent years, the European Commission has 
suggested instituting a new tax of between 1 and 5 percent on digital compa-
nies’ revenues. The British Media Reform Coalition and the National Union 
of Journalists have both proposed allocating the money from such taxes spe-
cifically for public service journalism. These campaigns have thus far been 
unsuccessful, but they reflect rising awareness about the connections be-
tween digital monopolies’ illegitimate wealth accumulation, the continuing 
degradation of journalism, and the rise of misinformation.8 If we are to grant 
platform monopolies such incredible power over our vital communication 
infrastructures, a new social contract must protect democratic society from 
such harms.
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Another possibility for supporting public media—​an idea I  touch on 
throughout this book—​is for foundations to serve their historic role of 
incubating new media models. As we saw in chapter 5, foundations such as 
Ford, Carnegie, MacArthur, and many others played a key role in shaping 
what became US public broadcasting. They could play a similarly important 
role in creating the next public media system, especially in its early stages 
of development. Once a new public media system becomes established and 
demonstrates its utility, public monies could be increased as reliance on pri-
vate foundations decreases. This would be similar to US public broadcasting’s 
development in the late 1960s, but a key distinction between then and now 
is that major foundations—​especially Carnegie—​encouraged government to 
step in and fund these infrastructures. Regardless, this time we should forbid 
the new public media system from taking voluntary corporate donations to 
avoid the quid pro quos that come with sponsorship and ensure that we do 
not repeat the same mistakes.

Given permanent support through a combination of private philanthropic 
contributions and public subsidies, a well-​funded national journalism ser-
vice could help guarantee universal access to quality news. This “public op-
tion” for journalism can address commercial media’s endemic problems that 
render our information systems vulnerable to crisis.

What Would a Truly Public Media System Look like?

The fight for a truly independent public media system does not stop with 
funding. Once we have created the structural conditions for these new 
journalistic spaces, we have to make sure they remain truly public and 
democratic. Therefore, we must have structures in place that ensure these 
institutions are controlled by journalists and representative members of the 
public and operated in a bottom-​up, transparent fashion in constant dia-
logue with engaged local communities. In short, these newsrooms must look 
like the communities they serve.

We might envision this project constituted in layers:  the funding layer 
(how will this public media system be financially sustained?); the govern-
ance layer (how will resources be allocated and how can these decisions be 
made democratically?); the ascertainment layer (how will information needs 
be determined?); the infrastructure layer (how can we ensure distribution of 
and access to information, including universal broadband service?); and the 
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engagement layer (how can we ensure that local communities are involved 
in making their own news and contributing their own voices and stories?). 
While administrators can distribute resources via a centralized hub, local 
media bureaus that represent the communities in which they reside should 
make key governance decisions. Federal and state-​level commissions can 
calculate how resources should be deployed to target news deserts, meet spe-
cial communication needs, and focus on addressing gaps in news coverage 
(e.g., around elections, inequality, global warming, and other specific social 
needs and problems).

Actualizing this system will require a public media consortium comprised 
of policy experts, scholars, technologists, journalists, and public advocates 
that specialize in work relevant to each of these layers. Most importantly, 
each layer must engage local communities. Researcher Lindsay Green-​
Barber reminds us that “engaged journalism” must “respect and include the 
public in its processes and practices.” Ultimately, she concludes, this jour-
nalism is about reflecting lived realities, meeting information needs, and 
“cultivating and listening to sources throughout the community, rather than 
in niche sectors or in the upper echelons of power” (her emphasis).9 A re-
lated project is “solutions journalism,” which focuses on addressing social 
problems while highlighting local voices and ground-​level sourcing.10

In short, our goal should be to create a robust and well-​funded media 
system that is truly public, designed for our digital age, and democracy-​
driven, not market-​driven. Whatever form they ultimately take, building 
viable noncommercial models will be a long, hard slog. Many flowers will 
bloom and wither, but the experiments will continue. Starting with the 
premise that commercial journalism is a dead end allows us to reorient tired 
conversations about the future of news. It frees us to think more boldly and 
creatively. Liberating journalists from commercial constraints would allow 
them to practice the craft that led them to the profession in the first place. In 
other words, it would let journalists be journalists. This means they should 
have a stake in the ownership and governance of media institutions. At the 
very least, journalists need strong unions to protect labor conditions and 
democratize newsrooms. Beyond that baseline, a truly public media system 
should include worker-​run cooperatives and other forms of collective own-
ership. Journalists, in close conversations with local communities, should 
dictate what reporting they take on.

Ultimately, public media means public ownership of media institutions.11 
This requires a social democratic paradigm that sees the Fourth Estate as an 
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indispensable countervailing force against concentrated power. Any progres-
sive agenda worth the name must fight for an adversarial news media that 
provides accurate information about social problems, challenges powerful 
interests, and opens up a forum for underrepresented voices and alternative 
visions for society. The US media system is riven with stark inequalities—​
it reflects class and racial divides, just as it perpetuates them. But given the 
right structural conditions, journalism can instead be a force for social jus-
tice and radical change.

Unhooking media from profit imperatives and commercial pressures does 
not solve all of journalism’s problems, but it is a necessary starting point. 
Absent subsidies for noncommercial media, it is impossible to support 
journalism that is expensive to produce but rarely profitable. Left entirely 
to the market, stories that do not attract advertisers and wealthy interests 
will go untold. Anything that captures our attention for advertisers—​from 
shouting heads on cable television to clickbait online—​is likely to be ampli-
fied. Commercial news values bolster the status quo; they rarely challenge 
it. Too often, market forces are treated as a guarantor of a free press and a 
free people. This faux-​populist “give the people what they want” mythology 
naturalizes the powerful and profitable and treats oppositional journalism as 
a risky anomaly. The demise of local journalism should serve as the prover-
bial canary in the coalmine. It is a telltale sign that we need a radical media 
project that penetrates to the roots of market censorship. Otherwise, we face a 
future in which the market crushes actual journalism and a few corporations 
choose which stories we hear.

Reframing the Debate

The current crisis could fuel a period of bold experimentation with new 
journalistic models. If society treats news as only a commodity, then it 
is rational to maximize profits by any means possible. But if we see jour-
nalism as primarily a public service, then we should try to minimize 
market pressures, return news production to local communities, and sus-
tain public media into perpetuity, just as we preserve permanent spaces in 
society for museums, parks, libraries, and schools. Commercial constraints 
have long created barriers for particular voices and views in the press. 
Journalism’s public service mission and its profit motives have always 
been in tension. Indeed, the very project of developing ethical codes and 
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professional standards was to prevent journalism from being overwhelmed 
by business priorities.

Unfortunately, these earlier lessons have been either ignored or forgotten. 
Today we are witnessing an apotheosis of those tensions, a culmination of long-​
standing structural contradictions in commercial journalism. Yet, there are 
positive signs that US society is slowly coming to realize that these flaws in com-
mercial journalism—​to use contemporary parlance—​are not a bug in the system 
but a feature. However, our analyses of this crisis remain deeply impoverished. 
In the United States, we treat the market’s effects on journalism—​as we treat the 
market’s effects on nearly everything—​as an inevitable force of nature beyond 
our control or, at the very least, a public expression of democratic desires.

This “market ontology” simultaneously naturalizes the market’s violence 
against journalism and forecloses on alternative models. Ultimately, this 
fealty to the market ensures that society will not attempt a serious public 
policy response to a major social problem. By this logic, if publics (or rather, 
advertisers, investors, and media owners) do not support certain kinds of 
journalism, we must let them wither. This position’s inherent absurdity is 
cast into stark relief if we designed our public education according to a 
similar commercial logic. If students elect not to pay for civics class, then 
it is discontinued. Or consider academic labor: If scholars’ journal articles 
do not receive enough clicks or likes, they must abandon their research 
agendas. While it seems preposterous when applied to other areas of so-
ciety, this savage logic is snuffing out journalism in broad daylight.

All democratic theories and foundational principles—​including the First 
Amendment itself—​assume a thriving press system. The Fourth Estate’s cur-
rent collapse is a profound social problem that screams for public policy 
intervention. That no such intervention has occurred stems as much from 
discursive capture as it does from regulatory failure. Discourses about digital 
journalism’s democratic potential often overlook the policy roots and nor-
mative foundations of our communication systems. An abiding faith in tech-
nological liberation discouraged public policies that could prevent corporate 
capture of our core information systems. This discursive orientation at least 
partly explains why US society ever allowed platform monopolies—​driven 
by a ruthless “surveillance capitalism”—​to obtain such tremendous and un-
accountable power in the first place.12 It also helps explain the meager policy 
responses to our ongoing journalism crisis. The degraded media system 
resulting from these policy failures created a fertile landscape for various 
kinds of misinformation to thrive.
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The Road Ahead

Since the market cannot provide for all our information needs, a policy pro-
gram based on a social democratic vision of public media would facilitate 
policies that do the following: reduce monopoly power; install public interest 
protections; remove commercial pressures; and build out public infrastruc-
ture. At the state and local levels, we can work to support programs to build 
community broadband services and local journalism initiatives. For inspira-
tion, we can look to past experiments—​from municipal newspapers to coop-
erative telephone networks—​to imagine what these nonprofit experiments 
might look like.

Other elements of this program lend themselves to a long-​term transfor-
mation at the federal level—​driven by grassroots social movements from 
below—​to create a new national public media system. Now is the time for 
creating counter-​narratives and radical alternatives to the still-​dominant lib-
ertarian paradigm. It is precisely during dark political moments such as ours 
that we should envision and plan for a more enlightened future. The jour-
nalism crisis—​as well as the commercialization and corporate monopoliza-
tion of our news and information systems—​are significant social problems. 
They fall within the realm of policy, and therefore, politics.

For too long, US society has held the wrong debate over what new 
business model might support journalism. Too many otherwise smart 
people—​conditioned not to see capitalism’s corrosive impact on journalism—​
misdiagnosed the problem because they failed to see commercialism at its 
core. Instead, we must clarify the structural roots of the crisis, expand the 
political imaginary for potential futures, identify alternatives, and help chart 
a path toward actualizing them. Most importantly, we must look ahead 
rather than behind us. Waxing nostalgic about a golden era of newspaper 
reporting, or pining for the days of three major television networks when 
Walter Cronkite told us “and that’s the way it is,” brings us no closer to the 
type of public media system that democracy requires. Our goal must be to 
reinvent news media, not shore up old commercial models. Our focus should 
be on the future of journalism, not the plight of newspapers or any other 
specific medium. If we unhook journalism from commercial imperatives 
to create truly public alternatives, we just might design a media system that 
serves democracy.
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