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Technology and Journalism in the Market: Exposing Press Corruption by Comparison


Freedom of the press is central to enabling the fulfilment of journalistic role requirements and thus is a part of maintaining a balanced democracy. The most effective modern safeguard for press freedom has been the United States Constitution’s First Amendment, which has modelled laws in nations abroad. However, this legalistic notion of press freedom does not protect societies in which journalists self-censor and employ politico-propagandistic tactics despite their legal freedoms. Although there are many role-related virtues that need exploring in applied ethics, this paper will focus on the emergence of truth from well-known “marketplace” theories introduced by John Stuart Mill, John Milton, and Adam Smith. Implementing a marketplace approach in journalism, I will argue, is necessary to both complement contemporary legalistic press protections threatened by self-censorship, and to overcome the noxiousness of truth-suppressing elitist propaganda resulting from media conglomeration. Remarkably, these centuries-old marketplace theories lend themselves to what has become the world’s biggest marketplace of ideas – the World Wide Web – through which those who are connected can see ideas, both bad and good, and evaluate them in order to make decisions central to public life. 

Examples of Western journalistic self-censorship and propaganda will be explored in case studies of American political coverage and a juxtaposition of Western versus non-Western news trends. For example, we will examine news trends involving Qatar-based news service Al-Jazeera, and will see how this agency, which was once dubbed “the mouthpiece of Osama bin Laden”, may be more balanced than many “free” Western news agencies reporting on the war in Iraq, the conflict in Afghanistan, and internationally relevant politics. 

This counter-intuitive revelation of Al-Jazeera’s responsible use of press freedom – it is considered a pro-Islamic news agency by many Westerners – has emerged even to limited Western audiences through satellite and Web transmission thus upholding an historical tradition of technological liberation, about which there will be more discussion shortly. Therefore, it is the purpose of this paper to illustrate how technology, in this case, helps Westerners and non-Westerners alike identify through comparison that traditional “free presses” such as in the United States and Australia, among many other nations, may not exercise their freedom as broadly as their role requires. 

This examination will evaluate if Western journalism is fulfilling its moral role-responsibility of securing the public interest, which primarily consists of finding truth or truths in newsworthy information. Newsworthy information, in its earliest and purest form, includes public issues that first and foremost affect citizenry, including but not limited to political matters, public safety, education, civil rights, and other matters of civic and personal wellbeing. The assumption that journalists uphold this moral responsibility is the basis for which Western journalism is free of most legalistic speech constraints, such as official state censorship of information critical of government. Moreover, Western news will also be examined with a model of corruption that evaluates negligent and vicious actions not only by commission of blatantly unethical acts, but also by omitting duties central to professional roles, such as Western journalism’s conscious failure to protect press freedom because of the prioritisation of economics and partisan politics.

This examination will comprise of the following components in this order: First, a brief history of technological feats that have liberated information for a broader public and for a greater good. Second, we will review Herman & Chomsky’s (1988) compelling argument outlining how media conglomeration has both decreased the number of ideas in the market, and, just as importantly, has created a corrupt, propaganda machine that supports partisan political and corporate interests. Third, we will review cases that expose media self-censorship and propaganda in the Chomskian tradition, as well as examinations of deleterious Western journalistic trends that become clearer when compared with non-Western news practises. Last, we will review how a “marketplace” scheme both exposes and to a very limited extent remedies Western media self-censorship and propaganda. 
Historical Roots of Techno-liberation  


For centuries information technology has played a central role in promoting public empowerment through information. One of the first significant examples of liberating information technology occurred when enormous power was wrested from the Roman Catholic Church after the printing press was made widely available. It eliminated the church’s monopoly on Biblical interpretation and distribution of religious ideas. As individualised interpretations of the Bible arrived along with wider distribution, so came the Protestant Reformation (Irish Independent, 2004), which spilt Catholic detractors into various Protestant faiths. 

Several centuries later, radio technology was used to transmit news about people and events happening behind the “Iron Curtain”; the project was called Radio Free Europe (Ruckstuhl, 2003). It allowed many who lived under communist rule to understand domestic news without the hindrance of state-controlled censorship (Although it was arguably filled with Western propaganda instead). In the 21st Century, the names and places have changed but the classic problem remains: The free press is threatened by informal government censorship and other elitist propaganda, as well as journalistic self-censorship – that is, the press barons often choose not to fully inform the public while instead creating news agendas (McCombs & Shaw, 1972) that benefit political and corporate allies. Motivation for such corruption becomes clearer in the subsequent Chomskian discussion regarding corporatisation of media. However, technology may again play a role in uncovering these censorship problems. 

Telecommunications technology (including the Web and satellite TV) is essential for examining the differences among international news agencies, but its availability is fairly new and rapidly increasing its reach (e.g., with satellite news subscriptions and more Web users). Since Western news agencies are the dominant source of news for Western audiences, it is not obvious to most of these audiences that non-Western news sources such as Al-Jazeera may fulfil their “public-interest” duties better than traditional Western agencies – particularly with international-issues coverage. Therefore, we will examine to what extent Western news agencies are respecting the public-interest rights of their audiences. But first we will set the stage to this analysis by reviewing some of the deleterious practises of media mergers. 

Media Censorship as a Corporate Agenda


Both Herman & Chomsky (1988) and Bagdikian (1997) make strong claims about corporate control over social and political agendas via the mass media. They point out a clear conflict of interest, which exists in any industry where a fundamental news media role is subverted by a corporate profiteering agenda with self-regarding economic and political goals. Although one may rightfully claim journalism is hitched with an unavoidable clash because of its internally conflicting role as both a business and a news provider, there is substantial opportunity for discretion by journalists in terms of balancing their economic and editorial priorities. 

Clearly the moral imperative here is overridingly in favour of whatever priority furthers the telos of providing the audience with information that is crucial to the public’s interest. As a broad rule, fulfilling newsgathering duties must always trump economic considerations unless the economic consideration is so foundational that it threatens the existence of the news agency. This is one facet of a role morality, which in a very general sense includes fulfilling central duties that comprise the essence of a profession. One such role moral obligation – specifically the one we are addressing in this paper – is that journalists must seek and report the truth when possible, even at the cost of losing revenue. However, as we will see, it is not always direct economics – such as advertiser preference – that dictate the agenda of corrupt news media, as political preferences may claim an equal or greater censorship consideration by media barons. 

Censorship based on Political Preference

Motivation for news media to give political preference is difficult to prove, but there are certain logical motivations for news agencies to have a preference, including a political administration’s stance on media ownership restrictions. For example, George Bush’s appointee to the U.S. media regulator, the Federal Communications Commission, almost immediately loosened media ownership restrictions from 35 percent of the population to 45 percent, which is in line with the Bush administration’s pro-corporate economic etiquette. In Australia, the Howard government has pushed thrice for media ownership changes, first in 1997 when Howard proposed that all restrictions be abolished, again prior to the election in 2001, and again in 2004 when he took a somewhat clement approach by suggesting a “modernisation” of media ownership that, like the Bush administration, allows giant media corporations to expand at the expense of media diversity (Murphy & Lewis, 2004). 


As media ownership exists in Australia today, limitations for owners are hardly strict. In terms of single-medium ownership, Australia allows the following: Television station owners may control stations that reach up to 75 percent of the entire Australian population. Radio ownership is limited to no more than two radio licenses per license area – a license area is, for example, the metropolitan area of Melbourne (Broadcasting Services Act, 1992). Newspaper ownership is only limited in cross-ownership regulations. Cross ownership regulations in Australia are as followed: One entity may not own both a television and radio station in the same license area; nor can one entity own a television station and a newspaper in the same license area; nor can one entity own a radio station and newspaper in one license area. Some examples of current Australian media concentration are as follows: The Ten Group, Limited, whose chairman is Izzy Asper, owns television interests that can reach up to 65 percent of the Australian population. News Limited, chaired by Rupert Murdoch, controls 68 percent of Australia’s capital city and national newspaper market, among other substantial television and radio interests. 


Still regulators insist media ownership laws effectively protect free speech. “The major effect of the laws is to prevent the common ownership of newspapers, television and radio broadcasting licences that serve the same region. The purpose of the legislation is to encourage diversity in the ownership of the most influential forms of the commercial media: the daily press and free-to-air television and radio” (Jackson, 2003. p.1). Despite these already vast concentrations of media ownership, there is still a bitter feud over expanding existing restrictions. “This debate has been fuelled by the impact of new media technologies, a number of inquiries proposing regulatory changes, and the self-interest of those media organisations that report the controversy. The [Howard] Government has long indicated that it believed the rules to be anachronistic, and its policy… contained a commitment to amend cross-media and foreign ownership restrictions” (p.1). 

U.S. media ownership debates nearly mirror the Australian dispute. Although population share percentage allowances in the United States are lower – for example, the maximum television share per owner in the United States is 45 percent up from 35 percent in early 2000 – there is a conservative political movement to increase that share and loosen cross-media control. For example, it is now legal to own a newspaper and television station in a market with more than four television stations. In markets with more than nine television stations, there is no limit on cross-ownership. Local television ownership rules have been changed so companies can own three stations in markets with 18 or more television stations. In markets with five or more television stations, a company can own two stations (FCC, 2004). Regardless of the specific numbers, there certainly seems a collusive agreement between media companies and supportive political administrations. It is our task to examine some covert political preferences displayed by news agencies in order to demonstrate how this preference marginalizes the essential journalistic value of free speech and its correspondence with truth. 

Sinclair Broadcasting Group


Just weeks before the 2004 U.S. Presidential election, the Sinclair Broadcasting Group, which controls 62 television stations in the United States, announced its plan to air a prime time news feature in which presidential candidate Sen. John Kerry would be ridiculed for allegedly renewing practises of torture against prisoners of war in Vietnam in the early 1970s. The filmmaker proposes that Kerry’s post-war comments criticising American troops for abusing innocent Vietnamese sparked a renewed interest in torture against American prisoners of war in Vietnam in the early 1970s. Kerry supporters claim the film is a propaganda tool filled with false claims and loose causal relations to the violence; namely, that Kerry’s anti-war stance actually directly incited torture. 


Notwithstanding the validity of the loose claim, the timing of the broadcast of Stolen Honor – slated to be anywhere from two weeks to four days before the presidential election depending on location – is potentially disastrous for Kerry in light of the closeness of the race according to pre-election polls (virtually a dead-heat as of 17 October). Sinclair’s decision is so contentious, in fact, that it fired its Washington D.C. bureau chief after he publicly voiced his dissent over the decision to air the program. Jon Lieberman, the sacked journalist, called the film “biased political propaganda, with clear intentions to sway the election” (Folfenflik, 2004, p.1). 


Since Sinclair’s original announcement to air the program, it has drawn the ire of the Kerry campaign, media watchdogs, pro-Democrat groups, and a litany of other objectors, some of whom have lodged lawsuits over “equal-time” provisions required for any campaign messages offered over public airwaves in the United States within a certain proximity of an election for public office. It was also noted that Sinclair is one of President Bush’s significant campaign donors (Anonymous, Sydney Morning Herald, 2004). Sinclair is also likely to face legal action by a Vietnam veteran featured in the film. 

Kenneth J. Campbell, a Delaware-based university professor who is featured in the documentary, sued the film’s maker for libel, as he claims it portrays him as a military fraud (the film has been available in DVD form for weeks). During footage of Campbell at a 1971 antiwar protest, a voice-over generalises that some veterans “are discovered as frauds”, who “never set foot on the battlefield” (2004, p.1). Campbell claimed the juxtaposition was erroneous, as well as damaging to his reputation and to the reputations of veterans in general. According to Campbell: “I thought about it and could not let it pass. I nearly lost my life in Vietnam multiple times and to have someone say I am a fake and a fraud and didn’t even serve in Vietnam is utterly despicable” (2004, p.1).

At best, the so-called documentary is a sloppy piece of opinionated reportage. At worst, it is a tool for media corruption. Some evidence points to the latter. For example, a prime directive of any news agency is to deliver information in the public’s interest in a timely manner. If Sinclair found Stolen Honor a formidable, credible documentary, it neglected a moral imperative to broadcast the piece when it was first completed. If one were to optimistically assume Sinclair had good intentions, one must question the decision to suppress information so crucial to the public for weeks if not months from its original creation. Moreover, how is one to assume there is not political motivation for airing the program just weeks to days before an election, as Sinclair’s broadcast schedule indicates? In this case, not even a well-respected Sinclair bureau chief could believe that, so he reported it to a nearby newspaper. During the firestorm that developed after the programming announcement, filmmaker Michael Moore offered Sinclair a free copy of his documentary, Fahrenheit 911, for a counter-balancing broadcast, which Sinclair promptly dismissed as an attack because of its criticism of President Bush.

However, if Sinclair did consciously decide to make a biased political decision here, it not only violated the standard journalistic value of impartiality, but, by doing so, also acted corruptly because of the deceitful, covert, and likely damaging way in which the partisan feature was packaged as news. Let us quickly review a concise conception of corruption – modified from literature by both Miller, Roberts &Spence (2005) and Thompson (1995) – for a better understanding of how Sinclair might qualify as such. First, a corrupt act is an intentional act of deception by a corruptor to the corrupted for the purpose of self-regarding gain. Second, this deceptive act must break a fiduciary duty of trust between the corruptor and the corrupted. Third, an act must also undermine a legitimate process or role to such an extent that trust in that process or role is significantly damaged. This usually implies that the act must be habitual – not just one-off – however, if the consequences of a one-off action are so severe or so well publicised that it significantly damages a trust-contingent relationship, this may also be considered corruption. 


Sinclair could qualify as corrupt under both the former and the latter conditions because of the severity of consequences of its choice and its repeated violations, which will be explained shortly. Sinclair, by airing a politically-charged program falsely labelled as journalism, would be intentionally deceiving its audience for the purpose of self-regarding gain; namely, for making an effort to fulfil its political preferences and reap any of its perceived rewards for its loyalty if Bush were re-elected. In fact, a Wall Street analyst and shareholders called Sinclair’s decision to air the film a political and economic liability in such a case that Kerry were elected and chose to clamp down on media ownership laws or make re-licensing Sinclair stations difficult through legislation (Carter, 2004). 

Sinclair also fulfils the corruption condition of breaking its fiduciary duty of trust to the public insofar as it would deliver disguised advertising (in favour of Bush) in the form of news. This makes an audience susceptible to deception, as they are expecting an impartial account of the issue at hand but instead are receiving a biased message. The third condition for corruption would also be fulfilled, as the magnitude of a well-publicised, 62-station broadcast would reach up to 25 percent of the entire TV audience in the United States. As a result, it would not only corrupt hordes of potential voters, but it would dissolve the legitimacy of Sinclair as an organisation, and, more broadly, would injure journalism’s institutional reputation. 

Now let us review how Sinclair could qualify as corrupt via repetitive, intentionally deceptive acts relating to political preference. Prior to its plans of airing Stolen Honor, Sinclair made a contentious censoring decision by refusing to broadcast an edition of the American news program Nightline on its seven ABC (American Broadcasting Company) affiliate stations, after Nightline producers said they planned to memorialise the 500 American soldiers who had died in Iraq by silently displaying their names and pictures. Sinclair claimed the memorial was intended by its creators as an anti-Bush political statement, therefore they refused to broadcast Nightline, which is usually on its menu. In this case, it appears even the potential negative effect on Bush generated by objective facts (the names and number of American casualties) was sufficient to surpass Sinclair’s impartiality standards in favour of Bush. In effect, Sinclair censored an admission of a reality of war: Death. If in fact Sinclair’s motivation was to intentionally deceive in this case, it is yet another example of a corrupt act, which may well indicate an organisational habit. 

The Importance of the Corruption Distinction


So why bother with claiming corruption? Broad exposition of unethical actions is crucial for the wellbeing of persons, organisations, and institutions across the world in that it identifies and exposes behaviour deleterious to people, organisations and institutions. However, limiting this crucial criticism to merely “unethical” is a disservice to linguistic context, since degrees of severity differ immensely among ethical breaches. Thus, different types of unethical behaviour require different responses since there are clear distinctions in handling subtle as opposed to grave ethical violations. Often, corrupt actions fall under the latter category of “gravely unethical behaviour” and thus ought to receive the level of attention and reprimand a gross violation deserves. Moreover, types of unethical behaviour – irrespective of severity – have different components and ought to be classified as such for the sake of conceptual clarity. And for this reason, we develop taxonomies for ethical violations, which include corruption, deception, and negative discrimination to name a few. This allows us to better understand unethical actions’ effects and to determine culpability or prevention, among other goals ethicists have. 


In the following section, we will continue with our analysis of corrupt censorship, but in a slightly different context. The following cases will employ comparative practises between Western and non-Western news agencies, which will show how current Western practises may be less free than either Western journalists or Western audiences believe, and certainly less free than their functional and moral role requires.  

Comparative News Practises


One of the most publicised clashes between the West and Al-Jazeera came after U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell attempted to use his influence to censor the Qatari news agency after it repeatedly aired an exclusive interview with Osama bin Laden after the Sept. 11 attacks. Powell claimed that any news agency that aired bin Laden’s messages must oppose the American “war” on terrorism. “The request from Powell followed a formal diplomatic protest by the U.S. Embassy in Qatar, which expressed concern about the station’s alleged anti-American bias and its repeated airing of a 1998 exclusive interview with Osama bin Laden” (Simon, 2002). 


A similar yet rare and ironic incident occurred in the United States after the U.S. Government-funded broadcaster, Voice of America, broadcasted a recording of Taliban leader Mullah Mohammed Omar just days after the Sept. 11, 2001. A State Department spokesman criticised the decision: “We didn’t think the American taxpayer…should be broadcasting the voice of the Taliban” (2002, p.65). But federal government censorship interests did not end there. In mid-October, 2002, U.S. National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice addressed a group of U.S. television executives asking them to be cautious about airing pre-recorded messages by bin Laden and his associates because they may be cryptic messages to trigger terrorist acts (p.65). 


A number of press coverage trends, including decreased inclusion of non-U.S. supported governance, support the claim of a U.S. government-sponsored “chilling effect”. Moreover, some speculate the unusually strict informal censorship in the United States set a precedent for increased censorship by governments abroad. Simon (2002) suggests unofficial U.S. media censorship has provoked formal and informal censorship elsewhere: For example, a moratorium on photographing the president of Uganda; a ban on anti-American reporting in China; beatings of journalists covering anti-U.S. demonstrations in Indonesia; arrests of journalists in Benin for reporting that bin Laden had contacts there; and a banning of Israeli state radio for airing live interviews with Palestinian militants (p. 64-65). Although there is no direct evidence of a causal relationship between U.S. censorship and censorship abroad, there is at least a plausible view that Western-Arab tension is highly censored because of its volatility.


Conversely, and despite the fact that it is state-funded, Al-Jazeera has bucked a number of international censorship trends that are typically thought to be more prevalent in the Arab world, if not most of the non-Western world. While U.S. journalists and U.S. allies (such as China) may in some cases censor Anti-American sentiments in news, Al-Jazeera has on numerous occasions delivered news that could be perceived as both anti-American, pro-American, or interest-neutral news (Hanley, 2004). Moreover, it has been both applauded and criticised for its descriptive prose and lugubrious graphics that portrays the brutality of war. While Western news – especially in Australia and the United States – rarely shows images of wounded or killed U.S., Australian or British soldiers while blatantly flaunting Iraqi deaths, Al-Jazeera regularly pictures casualties and fatalities on all sides giving a more accurate account of wartime violence. A common defence of one-sided war news is related to audience sensibilities; namely, that home audiences are traumatised by seeing their own soldiers in dire circumstances. So much for accuracy. 

The Marketplace, Capitalism and Democracy


Democratic processes have a number of functions that are aimed at creating and maintaining a just and fair society. Free speech, including freedom of the press, is an ideal component of a democratic society as it creates a forum for critical evaluation of those who are most powerful, as well as a place to exchange general information vital to the public’s interest. However, in this section, there are some specific components of free speech that need clarification. First, what is the best free speech method for finding truth in journalism? Second, once journalistic information is published, what is required of the public?

The Marketplace of Ideas 

We will begin this discussion of democracy by introducing the Marketplace of Ideas – itself an idea that culminates with independent citizens making choices about public issues among a theoretically unrestrained, competing group of facts, figures, or assertions. Chronologically speaking, John Milton (1644) first formulated the Marketplace for the purposes of press liberty – he addressed England’s Parliament to persuade it to support unlicensed printing, thus reducing the centralisation and censorship of the printed word. He further supported that all ideas are welcome in this marketplace, even bad ideas that seem to have little or no merit in themselves. Despite an idea’s potential lack of inherent value, he said, there is something to be garnered by it. 

“Bad meats will scarce breed good nourishment in the healthiest concoction; but herein the difference is of bad books, that they do a discreet and judicious reader serve in many respects to discover, to confute, to forewarn, and to illustrate. Whereof what better witness can ye expect I should produce, then one of your own now sitting in Parliament, the chief of learned men reputed in this land, Mr. Selden, whose volume of natural and national laws proves, not only by great authorities brought together, but by exquisite reasons and theorems almost mathematically demonstrative, that all opinions, yea errors, known read, and collated, are of main service and assistance toward the speedy attainment of what is truest” (Milton, 1644, p.44).  

Milton explained that bad ideas make good ideas more evident when they are juxtaposed with one another. Moreover, in an open marketplace, there is no infringement of independent voices (nor any loss if ideas for the public) in the case that a new and controversial view may be suppressed by elitist censors before it can be publicly evaluated for its merit – thus it adheres to liberal, utilitarian values expanded upon by John Stuart Mill. It is through examining as many ideas as possible that we are like to find that “what is truest” (p.44). Here, Mill (1859) had much to say on the notion of an independent voice in the marketplace, illustrated in On Liberty. “If all mankind minus one were of one opinion, and only one person were of the contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing that one person, than he, if he had the power, would be justified silencing mankind” (1859, p. 79).  

What Mill addressed in terms of individual voice – and Milton for book publishing – is obviously valuable to journalism. However, Western journalism’s practises have become increasingly concentric in the last several decades, and because the number of views available to the public are now so few, there is no real marketplace to speak of. However, Web and satellite technologies now allow publics abroad a more expansive marketplace, minimally restrained by Western economic and political priorities. Moreover, because of an ever-increasing global society, there is substantial overlap in what comprises “public interest” among Westerners and non-Westerners, which logically reveals the value of cross-examining international news sources. With all of the choices offered through telecommunications passages, a Miltonian or Millian Marketplace is closer to our grasp. 

For journalism, however, the marketplace cannot be unrestrained for reasons both theoretical and practical. Theoretically speaking, we must restrict the marketplace to those things that actually constitute journalism for the sake of retaining a professional identity. Although we have no room here for a full exposition of what constitutes journalism, this notion refers generally to publications created by the body or bodies of people with journalistic skills and training who perform journalism as an occupational task. Furthermore, it would be ideal to have journalism professionalised to act as a quality-control device, but that is a separate argument for which we have no time here. Of course, this desire for journalism as a profession pre-supposes an equally important effort in dispersing media ownership concentration as discussed earlier. 

Practically speaking, an unrestrained marketplace – especially on the Web – would involve the unrealistic task of weaving through thousands if not millions of Web sites of varying degrees of quality. The shear numbers of qualified journalistic sources are certainly extensive enough, not to mention additional sources such as rogue reporters (e.g. Matt Drudge) or various bloggers that would further complicate the average news consumer. This is not to say that bloggers and independent publishers are to be discouraged from independent publishing, but few are considered journalists for their lack of formal and experiential qualifications, thus few would be considered part of the journalistic marketplace in an ideal scheme. Moreover, this restrained marketplace would not be so self-defeating as to limit the players to only major media conglomerates since that it was it also hopes to deter, but rather limit the marketplace to trained journalists who are capable of fulfilling their professional role because they have the necessary skills learned from formal education and experience.   

With this kind of marketplace, truth or truths of some kind are more attainable – or so that is what the marketplace is meant to deliver. Hence, as truth is the seminal journalistic value, this marketplace is a justified mechanism insofar as it best provides the cross-sections of information necessary for audience members to make informed decisions about public life by finding truthful information. However, as we will discuss further, this Web-based marketplace scheme is only effective for the active public – that is, people who are interested in seeking information from diverse sources – in other words, these marketplace sources need to be sought by the public, which raises other challenges we need to address. 

Deliberative, informed, passive, and active democracies


A key point of discussion here is the concept of citizen, and whether S/he is willing to use information in a way that will help her make decisions about public life. For example, one could imagine a hypothetical polis in which the journalistic institution performed its role ideally, but remained irrelevant because of an apathetic citizenry that felt neither obliged to debate public issues, nor even read, watch or listen about them. Ultimately, unless citizens internalise and then (in)act on information accordingly, the journalist’s independent role is fulfilled, but its co-operative goals with its audience are not. 

This raises several possible journalist-citizen relationships, assuming, for argument’s sake, that journalists are sufficiently informing the public. First, is the failed relationship that seems to be prominent in much of the West today – an apathetic citizenry that has little time for, or interest in, news, and chooses to ignore most of it; that is, unless it is titillating. The second scenario is the notion that the press informs the citizenry, which empowers it to make thoughtful, independent decisions based on this information; that, roughly speaking, is an informed democracy. Third, is the notion that the press informs the citizenry, which then results in public deliberation, and, until this deliberation occurs, a satisfactory ‘truth’ is not likely to be reached – this describes a deliberative democracy. Critical Theorist Jürgen Habermas (1989) wrote extensively in the late 20th Century on deliberative democracy by emphasising the role of the Public Sphere.

The Public Sphere consists of private individuals who congregate in public places to form a public body. Within this public body exists educational activities and debate on matters of public importance, thus eventually “publicising” political issues the way scholars back to Immanuel Kant envisioned. This provides – at least to some extent – a modicum of political transparency and then a public voice in response to the political choices of the governance (1989). It is this public voice that attaches normative value to public decisions via the natural filtering of social norms and values through education and deliberation. But clearly there are practical limits to this thesis, as even Habermas admits, partly including whom the public sphere consists of, how large a portion of the population it consists of (Who does not participate in the Public Sphere and why?), and to what effect this publicity leads (Does it really lead to progressive change?). Habermas likened the Public Sphere to a coffeehouse gathering in which all members of the public are welcome, those who choose to come invest time in reading newspapers, news magazines and other journalistic media, and willingly engage in debate about the issues presented in those media (Cowan, 2004). Therefore, the Habermasian public is both informed and deliberative. Although it would seem the deliberative democracy is preferable, it is historically often too intellectually cumbersome to popularise. However, as far as the practical stance we must take here, journalists must only concern themselves with making an informed or deliberative democracy possible, not with making it function from beginning to end. 


 However, in the world in which we live, journalists are not consistently fulfilling their duties sufficiently, much less ideally, which leaves us with the necessity of making a tough teleological (goal-oriented) evaluation. For example, journalists must decide whether to provide the public with what it apparently wants – in many cases entertainment or news briefs – or to give the public what it needs to fulfil its ideal democratic potential – information that provides sufficient illumination on matters of the public interest. News media are tempted to deliver entertainment because it is a business decision that builds enormous wealth. However, the alternatives – informing or promoting deliberation (public journalism) – have historically been profitable (although not nearly as profitable as entertainment), but more adequately fulfil the ideal role of journalism – informing the public on matters of the public interest (as opposed to entertainment, which would be classified as that which is ‘of interest to the public’). In the following section, we will see how an alternative view if democracy based in a limited ‘marketplace’ might provide the best option. 

Marketplace of Ideas, the Public Sphere and Game Theory


The classic Miltonian or Millian marketplace allows for either an “informed” or “deliberative” democratic function. However, before fully endorsing this marketplace, we might benefit from Moral Philosopher and Economist Adam Smith’s thoughts on free speech to clarify, ironically, how speech must be limited in order to help the marketplace – and thus free speech – thrive. 

According to Kerr (2002), Smith, a utilitarian, would likely place restrictions on some speech that does not advance the overall wellbeing of society; namely, some corporate speech, since in many cases its intention is to further its self-interest without sufficient residual mutual benefit to non-shareholders – corporate speech even acts to the detriment of non-shareholders in many cases. The promise of social benefits created by corporations – take corporate journalism, for example – are often fallaciously used to support an unfettered capitalistic approach to the role of journalism as an economic institution. In fact, in some extreme views, such as the stance held by economist Milton Friedman (1962), journalism’s primary responsibility would be to its company shareholders, not its audience. “…[T]here is one and only one social responsibility of business – to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition, without deception or fraud” (p.133). What Friedman fails to critique is the moral validity of the rules of the game, which clearly disregard non-shareholders despite the fact that it may affect them both directly and indirectly. 

Other views are almost as absurd as Friedman’s. For example, some scholars would ask the public to accept a situation in which the primary role of a journalistic organisation would be to maximise profit so that at least one of several possibilities would occur: for example, media profiteering is justified because it overwhelmingly benefits the economic wellbeing of a society; or, maximising profit is justified because it allows media companies to funnel substantial funds back into core journalistic endeavours, such as investigative reporting. For several reasons these arguments fail almost every role-moral criterion imaginable, and in being satisfied with past critics of these views I’ll say no more here. However, it is imperative to re-state the thesis that editorial priority must trump economic priority for journalism to be normatively successful in its non-economic role-moral fulfilment.

Most fundamentally, journalism has lost sight of its implicit contract with the public. That is, the hypothetical agreement between the institution of journalism and the public that includes seeking truth, protecting free speech, and always separating the editorial and advertising interests, has fallen to shambles in some cases. While the public continues to allow journalists their rights to free speech, among other rights, journalists are not fulfilling their correlating responsibilities that earned them those rights. In essence, journalists, by partisanship, propaganda, and corruption are declining to play by the morally justifiable rules of the game, and by doing so, are breaking their implicit agreement. Although this calls for substantial structural amendments that we have no time for here, one bit of reprieve lies in Cyberspace. 

Conclusion


The Web is a dynamic and liberating forum that has probably not yet revealed even a scintilla of its positive or negative potential. Its marketplace capability is just one of a seemingly infinite number of advantages, but one that is limited. This marketplace, unfortunately, will only last as long as its corporate masters see fit. For now, thousands of credible, sophisticated news sources are accessible without charge, but that is expected to change. And with that change will go many a person’s capability or motivation to access the marketplace. Although a free-of-charge media system is not necessary for a marketplace to thrive, the current no-cost system demonstrates what is possible in a forum where independent, divergent views are available. As of now, the Web is one of the few places where this is possible. 

Ultimately, one must hope for a regulatory circumstance, as Smith might have proposed, that would limit corporate conglomerations that undermine the public’s interests, specifically its interest in finding truth about matters central to public life. For now, however, the Web is offering a glimpse of what has been – the historic 19th Century Penny Press that made available the independent thoughts and styles of a dozen low-cost newspapers in many cities worldwide – and what could be – what we now have via the Web. This is not a ploy to endorse advocacy journalism – many scholars consider the Penny Press era a period of adversarial advocacy journalism – but to emphasise the importance of independent thinking for those who are reporting and creating the news. The Penny Press is just one example of a format in which reasoned opinion and individual interpretation could thrive. We must hope those values are dually recognised and thus prioritised when future legislative or regulatory opportunities allow us to re-claim our democratic public life. 
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