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Introduction: facts and democracy

In the late 1960s, political philosopher Hannah Arendt observed that truth
and politics “are on rather bad terms with each other.” She saw that power
threatened truth, particularly “factual truth.” Formal truths like “two plus
two equals four” are not as vulnerable as factual truth because “facts
and events — the invariable outcome of men living and acting together —
constitute the very text of the political realm.”’ Not incidentally, they
also constitute the text of journalism.

Arendt wrote in defense of facts, but this was not easy. Even in the
1960s, the concept of a fact was under indictment. “Do facts,” Arendt
asked,

independent of opinion and interpretation, exist at all? Have not generations
of historians and philosophers of history demonstrated the impossibility of
ascertaining facts without interpretation, since they must first be picked out
of a chaos of sheer happenings (and the principles of choice are surely not
factual data) and then be fitted into a story that can be told only in a certain
perspective, which has nothing to do with the original occurrence?

Arendt concedes all this but then boldly asserts that these perplexities “are
no argument against the existence of factual matter, nor can they serve as
a justification for blurring the dividing lines between fact, opinion, and
interpretation, or as an excuse for the historian to manipulate facts as he
pleases.”

Arendt tells a story of Georges Clemenceau, prime minister of France
during World War I, who, a few years after the war, was discussing the
question of who was responsible for initiating the horrendous bloodshed
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of that conflict Clemenceau was asked what future historians would say.
He replied, “This I don’t know. But I know for certain that they will not
say Belgium invaded Germany.” Arendt then adds that this is not just up
to the historians, that it would take “a power monopoly over the entire
civilized world” to erase the fact that, on August 4, 1914, German troops
crossed into Belgium rather than Belgian troops crossing into Germany.
And then — ever a realist — she adds that “such a power monopoly is far
from being inconceivable, and it is not difficult to imagine what the fate
of factual truth would be if power interests, national or social, had the last
say in these matters.”

Is there any way out of this battle between politics and truth? For
Arendt, it depends on how politics operates in a particular instance. Some
political systems tolerate or even encourage the establishment of institu-
tions that stand at arm’s length from power. She cites the judiciary and the
academy as two domains where “at least in constitutionally ruled countries,
the political realm has recognized, even in the event of conflict, that it has
a stake in the existence of men and institutions over which it has no
power.” This is a point of fundamental importance. It is a messy point, to
be sure. The judiciary can be corrupted by power. Universities, although
they have often been havens of critical and independent thought, are also
eager to serve power. But we do not live in a perfect world, nor will we.
And the effort to invent and institutionalize truth-telling and independent
judgment may be as good as we get.

To the judiciary and the academy, I would add “experts” generally and
independent journalism specifically. A broad picture of how the party of
factuality can be advanced is suggested in my concluding chapter concern-
ing expert knowledge in a democracy, but the subtleties are worked out in
the chapters on news. These chapters — all of them — suggest the dangers
of simplification. Is news melodramatic? Sometimes it is. But is it normally
melodramatic, as some critics say? Not at all, or so I argue in chapter 8,
“The anarchy of events and the anxiety of story telling.” Is news too
focused on the immediate, the breaking story, the contingent? And does it
offer too little analysis and interpretation? Perhaps. But contingencies — a
massacre at My Lai in 1968, a break-in at the Watergate Democratic
National Committee headquarters in 1972, a release of radiation at the
Three Mile Island nuclear power plant in 1979, sadistic torture at Abu
Ghraib prison in 2004 — may do more to alter thinking than even the best
analysis and interpretation. Facts, events, contingencies humble our ideo-
logies and theories and frameworks — at least they do if we have not
blocked out the empirical world with dark glasses. (See chapter 5.)

Journalism is not a perfect vessel of truth. Its coverage of politics is
based on unspoken, often unconscious, and sometimes unjustified assump-
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tions (see chapter 6). Its narratives are based not only on a familiarity with
the communities it covers but on an alienation from them (see chapters 3,
5, 6, and 7). Journalists are torn between understanding the world from the
viewpoint of the sources they talk to — at the risk of being manipulated —
and suspecting that their sources are lying or spinning — at the risk of
cynicism. US journalism’s obsession with facts and events often substi-
tutes for a broader perspective and a historically or conceptually richer
canvas. The distinctive strengths of American-style journalism (see chapter
3) are also weaknesses.

My late colleague, sociologist Bennett Berger, remarked to me years
ago that the conclusion of most of my work is always the same: “Things
are more complicated than you thought.” I always wanted to prove Bennett
wrong about this, but I have to acknowledge that he was onto something.
This is not so terrible a confession; after all, about the only thing we can
be sure of, regarding theories of the human condition, is that they are
wrong. All of them are wrong, except those too empty or tautological to
actually stand as theories at all. The good theories — those that actually
provide some sort of non-tautological framework for seeing the world — are
routinely upended by events (the special pleasure of journalism) or by
variations across time (the revenge of historians) or across cultures (the
revenge of anthropology) or by variations among individuals (the revenge
of what statisticians call the “normal distribution”).

Still, it is not enough to argue that journalism, public life, and public
knowledge are complex. It is part of the scholar’s job to blaze a useable
trail through complexity. This requires having some idea about where you
want the trail to take you. My goal is to understand journalism’s special
place in democracies, especially how to think through its mission once we
stop equating democracy with maximum feasible participation or direct
popular rule. Scholars, journalists, and citizens alike should learn to rec-
ognize the ways that institutions can help as well as hinder democratic
government. We should learn to take seriously the benefits of representa-
tive democracy. We should learn that specialized knowledge (in experts)
and concentrated power (in politicians or judges) are necessary ingredients
in democracy and that the democratic task is to control the specialists
rather than eliminate specialized knowledge. If we can learn all of this, we
will be on a path to better understanding journalism’s possibilities for
democracy.

To affirm that there is something we can reliably refer to as a fact and
to acknowledge that journalists are often the first to inform most of us
about them is not to suppose that arriving at facts is easy. I hold only that
seeking the truth is an inevitable choice for anyone dedicated to the values
of a liberal society, that is, a society that refuses to rest complacently in a
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faith in anything except human fallibility. We are reminded of human fal-
libility over and over again since we can see in history scenes of the
wreckage of lives destroyed by human folly and pride. In the face of this,
no human institution seems worth our fidelity if it does not provide for its
own monitoring, criticism, and revision. Institutions that do this seriously
deserve our support; those who seek to weaken, marginalize, or destroy
such institutions and who make decisions of fateful consequence on the
basis of gut instinct and broad distrust of the accumulated knowledge of
expert communities and popular judgment alike deserve our criticism —
and should be voted out of power.

This is not to say experts are always right (even when they agree). It is
certainly not to succumb to fantasies about how people are good at heart
or about the wisdom of crowds or majorities — the Nuremberg rallies, the
Roman coliseum, the popular lynchings in the American South? It is to
say that people should approach the world as if leadership, thinking, delib-
erative effort, imagination, and recognition of facts can sometimes advance
the cause of humanity.

In 1920 Walter Lippmann looked with distress upon the American jour-
nalism he was a part of. He believed journalism was incapable of reforming
itself, that it did not have the intellectual resources to present an accurate
picture of the world. If it succeeded — and he still hoped it might — it would
be only because entities outside journalism — in government, in the uni-
versities, and in private organizations dedicated to investigation, analysis,
and study, all of which he called “political observatories” — would come
to provide predigested materials for reporters to relay to the public.’
Lippmann did not believe the public would do very much with these
materials — people could not absorb it all even if they wanted to, and for
the most part people were just not sufficiently interested in the world
beyond their doorstep to even bother. But, either from the political
observatories directly or through reports of them in the news, government
would come to operate with a more realistic vision of the world.

The problems of journalism today are of a different order. We see the
deterioration of the economic structure that has sustained news gathering
since the late nineteenth century. We see the erosion or demise of substan-
tial local news organizations. The floundering of metropolitan daily news-
papers is dire, but the picture is not all gloomy. First, the maturing of a
more professional, detached, and analytical media since the 1960s has been
impressive. Second, since the 1990s, there has been a vast, stunning mul-
tiplication on the Internet of the voices of civil society and exponents of
media accountability. The rise of a global civil society, linked to the glo-
balization of journalism itself, is powerful and transformative. There are
many new journalistic voices (notably, bloggers) and new journalistic
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forms and forums (blogs, news aggregators, wikis, e-government sources).
Meanwhile, conventional media that were once distributed locally have a
new online presence that makes them nationally and globally available to
hundreds of millions. In my judgment, historical studies of the press offer
no grounds for nostalgia for the ghost of journalism past — nineteenth-
century American newspapers were bitterly and wildly partisan in the
cities, while the country papers were generally bland. Twentieth-century
US journalism up to the late 1960s was less critical, less investigative, and
more deferential to government office-holders than it is today, and signifi-
cantly more narrow in its outlook (notably concerning women, minorities,
gays and lesbians, and most topics a few steps away from government,
politics, and the economy). The news was rarely enterprising in exploring
topics not already on the agenda of leading law-makers.

No one can speak with much assurance about where journalism will
move in the next quarter of a century or even the next ten years or the next
five. Who, five years ago, would have predicted what a powerhouse Google
has become? Who, five years ago, anticipated YouTube? Who imagined
five years ago that bloggers would have gained such influence on the
mainstream media? Or that Craigslist, that dates only to 1995 and was still
just a blip on the national screen in 2001, would be the agent responsible
for removing classified advertising as a mainstay of newspaper profitabil-
ity? Or that Wikipedia would be so indispensable? Or that text in this visual
and digital age, far from disappearing, would become a verb?

The chapters collected here take up diverse topics related to the news
media and public life, but several themes stretch across them. Perhaps most
important and most unusual in the literature about journalism is the theme
that democracy in modern societies is representative democracy, and rep-
resentative democracy has distinct virtues often obscured in a reflexive
American populism. There is an old quip, “I would rather be governed by
the first hundred people listed in the Boston phone book than by the
Harvard faculty.” Anyone who has sat through faculty meetings under-
stands this sentiment, but neither alternative offered in the joke provides
an adequate version of democracy. I do not want to be governed by the
first 100 citizens of Boston or the first 100 faculty members at Harvard.
I would rather be governed by the ten people selected in competitive elec-
tions by either the first 100 people in the Boston phone book or the first
100 members of the Harvard faculty. Representative democracy is not a
“second best” solution we reluctantly resort to when the country’s popula-
tion grows too large. Representation creates a better system of governance
— more honest, fair, and trustworthy — than direct democracy.

James Madison, father of the American Constitution, held this view.
Like many of the Founders, Madison feared the direct influence of the



