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ABSTRACT
This project examines why traditional journalism has been so obdurate toward the
rise of participatory journalism. Participatory journalism, also known as citizen’s or
grassroots journalism, is a movement that empowers the people to self-publish and report
the news. It is a reaction to the reporting style or under-representation in traditional
journalism’s coverage. In many ways, participatory journalism can offer a more
democratic and creative approach toward information exchange and evoke civic
ownership in events affecting individuals and communities.
Journalism in the United States tends to follow a unifying mission: to provide a
citizenry with the information it needs to be free and self-governing. This is a twopronged process that first requires information to be gathered and then for that
information to be turned into actionable knowledge. Traditional journalism has changed
throughout history and has, at times, been open to less “objective” forms of writing such
as advocacy and opinion. However, traditional journalism—partially to conform to mass
marketing in a commercial society—has consistently portrayed itself as more
authoritative and correct than other forms of journalism.
Evaluating the history of traditional journalism reveals that American journalism
has always been in flux and at times, been more inclusive in approaches such as advocacy
and opinion than traditional journalism currently is. In order to maintain itself as a
marketable product, traditional journalism has also set up binary oppositions to other
forms of journalism.
Traditional journalism’s approach has become stale. While it may still report the
news, it no longer incites action. The advent of self-publishing tools on the Internet and
the communities that have sprung up around them present traditional journalism with a
conundrum that is redefining how professional reporters regard their roles and the way
journalism should be performed in service to democracy. Through the evaluation of
traditional journalism’s purpose, history, values and reaction to participatory journalism,
two points become clear:
1. Short-term: If traditional journalism does not incorporate aspects of participatory
journalism, it will soon lose touch with the public that it purports to serve.
2. Long-term: Due to various factors, traditional journalism has become resistant to
change in a way that is disadvantageous to fulfilling its public mission.
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CHAPTER I:
INTRODUCTION
I have been quietly advised to stop making statements like, “On any given story, someone in our
audience is bound to know more than even our most experienced reporters and editors.” And I
understand why.
That statement sounds downright disrespectful to the people who put their blood, sweat and
passion into digging up the news and making sense of it for the public. Sure, involving the public
in newsgathering sounds friendly and inclusive at conferences on the future of journalism. But in
the newsroom, it can feel like a hook to the jaw.
… Yet my experiences at Minnesota Public Radio (MPR) convince me that we should fight past
our gut reactions.
—Michael Skoler1

In the United States, the last half-decade has brought about incredible shifts in the
journalism landscape. This has given cause for alarm as American journalists and media
educators contemplate their roles in an emerging structure that might supersede the
journalism practiced for the last 50 years. Yet why all the hype surrounding participatory
journalism? After all, it has been around for longer than many realize in the form of
public access television, community radio stations and print publications. It was not till
the advent of the Internet that participatory journalism was able to upset the current
system of journalism. It must be explicitly acknowledged that this form of journalism,
which some call grassroots or citizen’s journalism, could not exist without the leveling
medium of the Internet.
This project attempts to answer why participatory journalism is so ill received by
mainstream media. In so doing, it must first be recognized that participatory journalism is
part of the participatory mediascape, which is present in all forms of communication but
most prominently on the Internet. The distinction between participatory journalism and
participatory media becomes hazy when examined closely, but participatory journalism
has risen as a term and conjoined movement because of its implications for mainstream
media.
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In some countries, reporters must be federally licensed as professional reporters.
In others, there exists no definition for journalism, but within the United States, the lack
of an official definition is a tenuous issue. On the one hand, like many of the most
important social institutions, journalism is always in flux; on the other, it is impossible to
standardize practices and values into timeless universals. This conundrum led two
journalism professors in the 1990s to ask, of all its various tastes and flavors, what do
journalisms cross-genre and cross-cultural have in common?
The answer was overwhelmingly based in the realm of public service:
Journalism’s raison d’etre is and should always be to equip the people—el pueblo, 
rén mín, watu—with the necessary information to be free and self-governing.2
The very same professors who pursued the core principle of journalism also said
that “every generation creates its own journalism,”3 a fact that is not often stressed
enough in J-schools. In the American press’ history spanning colonial times to the
present, journalism has encompassed different media, from pamphlets in pre-revolution
America, tabloids during the industrial era, television and radio popularized in the bebopping ‘50s to the most recent, the World Wide Web.4 In trying to pinpoint the most
well-known form of journalism, academics and journalists have used many terms.
Market-based journalism, traditional journalism and mainstream media are three popular
terms that capture different aspects of the amorphous entity known as Big Media.
“Mainstream media” refers to the style of media that dominates the current
culture, and it follows that mainstream media are different from era to era. In the United
States, the most widespread, mainstream brand of media are what could be termed
“market-based journalism.”5 Market-based journalism includes publications with large
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and diverse audiences. Examples are CNN and Fox News, The New York Times, KnightRidder and Gannett—both own city and small-town papers that follow similar formats in
reporting—and popular magazine-news shows like 60 Minutes on non-cable networks. In
addition to their role as a resource to the citizenry, these groups have another equally
important goal to their survival: turning a considerable profit.6 Market-based journalism,
traditional journalism and mainstream media are all terms that capture different
dimensions of the amorphous entity that currently dominates the news mediascape. These
terms will be used according to the particular dimension being highlighted.
What is it about market-based journalism that has merited a partnership in name
with “traditional journalism,” and in what sense is it traditional? One scholar argues and
others agree that journalism in capitalist societies gravitate toward buzzwords such as
trust, credibility, reliability and objectivity.7 Market-based journalism as it currently
exists has only been popular since the latter half of the 20th century. Companies such as
AOL observed the large readership that groups such as Time, Inc., commanded and
moved to buy them out. Media conglomerates resulting from mergers such as AOL-Time
Warner and Disney’s ownership of ABC became more frequent while companies such as
Knight-Ridder and Gannett continued to pick up small town newspapers. In the
meantime, public trust in the American press and that press’ readership steadily
dwindled.8 Instead of responding, journalism has remained largely inert in practice
innovations during the last half of the 20th century, and the cumbersome bureaucracies
and additional aims of media conglomerates may have played a big role in its slow
response to public dissatisfaction.
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Conjunctly, a hierarchy has been established. Using language such as
“credibility,” “trust,” “reliability” and above all “objectivity” as a foil to the capitalist
concern of news media owned by corporations, traditional journalism has biased its
audiences against the credibility and value of alternative media. Any publication that
hopes to be taken seriously must have integrity and adhere to a code of ethics. However,
traditional journalism has had the greatest hand in defining what journalism should be to
American audiences, nestling itself atop a pecking order of credibility where alternative
and advocacy media become afterthoughts. At best, these media are just in traditional
journalism’s shadow, and at the worst, traditional journalism’s position in the hierarchy
of credibility has shaped the conversation into a binary opposition: traditional journalism
versus everything else. Due to this defensive aspect, traditional journalism is the term that
is used most often throughout this project unless the market-based or mainstream
dimensions are being highlighted.
However, even alternative and advocacy journalism are engaged on the same
playing field as traditional journalism. American journalism has always exhibited aspects
of advocacy and alternative media, but their role has become more salient in recent years
because they cater to niche markets that are just too small for traditional journalism to
bother with. Many advocacy and alternative publications tend to be supplements to
nonprofit organizations. Nonprofits devoted exclusively to publishing often operate on
shoestring budgets and go far into debt before finally collapsing. Since its founding in
1865, The Nation has never broken even in any year of its existence.9 In many ways, it is
a miracle that it still exists. With a stronger financial base, traditional journalism has the
upper hand when it comes to self-preservation.
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Just in the nick of time, Al Gore “created” the Internet,10 providing a place for a
new cyber culture to flourish. In the late 1990s, a growing community known as the
blogosphere began to make waves. In a notable moment in Internet journalism, a littleknown CBS gift shop manager named Matt Drudge started a blog about celebrity gossip
he heard while working behind the counter and shamelessly broke the news about the
Lewinsky-Clinton affair while editors at Newsweek were busy debating press ethics.11
There were many subsequent instances in which non-professionals out-scooped the
mainstream press or reported neglected stories that were well-received by the public.
Little by little, news outlets and media studies academics began to take note of this new
“grassroots,” “citizen’s,” or “participatory” journalism. In its broadest definition,
participatory journalism is a genre in which non-professionals take it upon themselves to
report news. It, too, came under the attack of traditional journalism as unprofessional,
poorly written, biased, lacking credibility and capable of causing misinformation
outbreaks. Popular blogging sites across the political spectrum responded. In one
instance, a blogger labeled the mainstream media deficient while lauding his own blog.12
Traditional journalism may not have felt threatened during the onset of grassroots
journalism, but it soon had cause for concern: Not only had the number of bloggers
grown exponentially in the last decade, but beliefs about mainstream media’s (often
referred to as MSM in the blogosphere) deficiency became more widespread in the
blogosphere and its audience. In itself, the blog was a revolutionary tool. As long as an
individual has access to the Internet, a blog is at hand as a free publishing tool with the
promise of a potential audience. As critical comments such as the blogger’s flurried,
grassroots journalism, especially political blogging sites, began to see the movement as a
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viable contender against mainstream journalism. Traditional journalism took one of its
hardest blows when Dan Gillmor of the San Jose Mercury News, widely regarded as the
best technology writer in the nation, left his columnist position with the “Merc” to help
start up the Bayosphere, a news blog meant to provide a domain for community exchange
and encourage San Francisco Bay Area residents to report the news.13
“For the first time in our history, the news increasingly is produced by companies
outside journalism, and this new economic organization is important,” Professors Bill
Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel said of market-based journalism. “We are facing the
possibility that independent news will be replaced by self-interested commercialism
posing as news.”14
Traditional journalism is not known for playing well with others, yet historically,
different aspects of journalism—investigative, opinion, fairness, alternative—have come
to the forefront at different times. The two professors not only summarized a grave
concern for journalists who report for traditional and alternative press alike, but also the
predominant sentiment of the most successful thrust of participatory journalism, political
blogging. Journalism is a negotiation between its audience and those who serve that
audience. It reflects the values of the generation, and at its best, it is the first half of a
synergy between information and civic engagement. The market-based system threatens
the purpose of journalism while participatory journalism is free of pressure wrought by a
fiscal calendar. This project is an investigation into why traditional journalism is so
uncomfortable with the rise of participatory journalism, the complaints lodged against
participatory journalism and an exploration of what the future of journalism might look
like.
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Although grassroots and citizen’s journalism are accurate terms to describe the
ongoing movement, this project uses the term “participatory journalism” because
“grassroots” implies a coalition within a geographic boundary while “citizen’s”
additionally implies the geographic boundary’s inclusion within and the participants’
allegiance to a nation-state. These participatory outlets, flourishing in large part due to
the medium of the Internet, sustain various groups with memberships cutting across
geographic locations, citizenship, religious beliefs and ethnicities. Although the project
primarily addresses its effects and implications on American journalism and participatory
journalism on the Internet, it is important to note that other jurisdictions and populations
have been affected.
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CHAPTER II:
THE LEGITIMACY OF “TRADITION” IN TRADITIONAL JOURNALISM
Every generation creates its own journalism.
—Bill Kovach & Tom Rosenstiel1

Journalism’s purpose is to provide its audience with information for selfgovernance, and in the United States, that self-governance translates into democracy.
However, how that journalism has looked in accomplishing its mission has changed from
one era to the next. Cultural shifts, chameleon audiences and changes in staffing have all
contributed to changes in newsroom operations. Whether the journalism is literary,
investigative, advocacy, alternative or mainstream—all of which are part of an expansive
journalism landscape—its practitioners have shared a common goal: to serve the public
interest by providing information on which a democracy could base informed actions.
Traditional journalism has a particular approach to realizing this goal, but its
legitimacy over other genres stems from its presentation as a longstanding institution.
“‘Traditions’ which appear or claim to be old are often quite recent in origin and
sometimes invented,” said British Historian Eric Hobsbawm. “‘Invented tradition’ is
taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules
and of a ritual of symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of
behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past.”2 Although
traditional journalism and mainstream media are currently synonymous, they were not
always so. Hobsbawm points out that traditions arise from necessity, and the particular
approach of traditional journalism once fulfilled a need in American life.3
News was not always sandwiched between the pages of tabloid-sized, off-white
paper. In the years surrounding the Revolutionary War, pamphlets and tracts served as
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the newspapers of their day and practiced opinion journalism, the mainstream journalism
of the time. These opinion journals provided an arena for the greatest political minds to
duke it out: Thomas Paine published Common Sense and a pseudonymous Publius
published the 85 articles that formed the Federalist Papers. Recognizing both their
potential to stimulate discussion and also line pockets, Benjamin Franklin lobbied to the
first Congress for a preferential postal rate for newspapers.4
America was in step with the rest of the world’s journalism—a journalism in
which biases and political parties collided, where news content took a backseat to news
analysis and philosophical stances. As The Nation’s publisher emeritus Victor Navasky
explains, debate was the best defense against despotism.5 It was not till the penny press
cropped up in the mid 19th century that U.S. papers began to consider objectivity as a
worthwhile endeavor.6
The success of the penny press was due, in large part, to its anticipation of the
interests of the masses—the widest and most profitable readership. The penny press
relied on advertising and newspaper sales for its revenue. Readership was constituted
along class lines; while mercantile and party papers appealed to the educated middle and
upper classes, the penny press tailored reporting to what they believed was the reality of
the lower classes. Since advertisers were paying the penny press to feature their newest
consumer products, the penny press could offer a lower price than their competitors. The
financial cushion provided an advantage in tapping into a market not previously
considered worthwhile. Providing affordable papers to the working and lower classes
positioned the penny press as the first true mass media.7
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Newspapers of the genre concentrated on the human angle of local institutions
such as the police, churches, small businesses, courts, etc. Rather than reporting on
congressional sessions or other lofty events, editors felt that featuring sensational events
such as burglaries, fires, suicides, etc. gave a better representation of the reality of the
human condition. Salacious articles were what the public truly craved, and the penny
press provided a “gastronomy of the eye.”8 In place of stale political reports, sensational
accounts were offered about bitter family rivalries and decadent affairs.
The penny press’ popularity soared while the audience of more expensive news
forms began to ebb. As a final condemnation, flailing papers criticized the penny press’
ethical and moral coverage, but by 1875, party papers had disappeared.9 Although the
penny press staunchly denied claims that the credibility of their stories—especially of
crime—were questionable, they felt the pressure for a greater quantity of fact-based
stories.
Objectivity’s second big push came from the invention of the telegraph. Soon
after Samuel F.B. Morse created the first fully functioning telegraph system, six New
York newspapers combined forces in 1846 to become the Associated Press. With the
telegraph at their fingertips, the AP could wire stories all over the country and send its
reporters to locations where it once would have been a profit loss. Various types of news
organizations subscribed to the AP, and its mantra was to report objectively and let
publishing papers affix their own values and speculations. Its British counterpart,
Reuters, realized that with a charge per word, it was too costly to transmit pieces dredged
in opinion. The telegraph was very new and had its own set of kinks. A combination of
thrift and faulty technology gave birth to the inverted pyramid style, in which the most
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salient facts in the story were placed at the beginning of the wire in case the rest were cut
off in a bad connection. The modern-day version is a top-heavy outline in which the most
elucidating facts come first, followed by detailed paragraphs so that editors have the
option of cutting parts of the piece if there is not enough room to print it in its entirety. To
this day it remains a functional and working style popular with the AP and many other
news organizations.10
The AP is currently the world’s largest news cooperative with Reuters trailing
close behind. Both provide thousands of news outlets with photos, videos, interviews and
stories. Their bylines automatically inspire credibility in whichever publications carry
their pieces. However, journalism did not become a reputable profession till the turn of
the 20th century. Although the penny presses were the first to establish payment for
reporting, they were also the target of enough criticism that journalists were not taken
seriously. Rather, it was public perception that reporters pandered to their readers’ most
low-minded emotions to support their sensational journalism. Journalists took steps to
raise the societal esteem of their profession. Journalism unions began to take shape in
Britain, and freshly minted press clubs in New York became salons where reporters
gathered for serious conversation about the tenets and aims of journalism. A line was
drawn between the era of old journalists and new journalists, and the principle of
representing the public’s interest took hold.11
Although papers continued to publish sensational stories, there was also notable
reporting about corruption in business and government. These handfuls of articles paved
the way for muckrakers, who reported on labor practices, corporate crime and political
corruption with the agenda of change. Since newspapers simultaneously looked for
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stories with mass appeal yet limited the space for each story, muckrakers gravitated
toward magazines such as Cosmopolitan, The Independent and McClure’s, the last of
which was credited with the birth of the muckraking movement. The term “muckraking”
is now reserved for describing investigative reporting that started at the turn of the 20th
century and peaked in the 1910s. Ida Tarbell and Upton Sinclair were among the best
known muckrakers, respectively penning The History of Standard Oil that exposed John
D. Rockefeller’s corrupt practices, and The Jungle, which alerted the public to unsanitary
and dangerous production in the meat industry. Theodore Roosevelt acknowledged the
value of the information that these reporters provided, but he was also incensed by their
negativity, giving them the name “muckrakers” because they dove into the muck of
society to find their stories.12
While many muckrakers paraded the title proudly, the War To End All Wars was
enough to muffle their voices. America at war was no time for disunity and mistrust on
the domestic front, and the muckrakers recognized this.13 By the time World War I had
ended, it had left 37.5 million casualties in its wake. Although the number of American
casualties ultimately numbered less than one percent of that total, the American public
felt its loss deeply. They were rudely shaken out of the romanticism of war and the spell
of propaganda that came with mass media.
Two prominent figures of the post-WWI period, Walter Lippmann and John
Dewey, articulated the journalistic dilemma now at hand. Among many things, Lippmann
was a founding editor of The New Republic, a popular opinion journal, and generally
recognized for his brilliance. He helped President Woodrow Wilson draft the 14 points
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and, prior to the war, was a famous advocate for Jeffersonian ideals of governance—that
all men are created equal.14
The Great War wiped out Lippmann’s faith in the public’s democratic
forethought. Lippmann observed that the average citizen was too self-absorbed to bother
with understanding the intricacies of complex issues. It was on that very premise that
nationalist sentiments were so effectively aroused via government-issued commodities
like newsreels and other graphic media. The public molded most of its opinions from
stereotypes and spoon-fed information. Lippmann thus contended that decisions should
be left to a specialized class with expertise that the public could neither obtain nor
understand. This class understood precarious situations and could make the rational
choice; journalists could act as a lens for the public, but would inevitably lower their
standards to meet the public where they were. In addition, journalists were already tainted
as resources to the public because their news delivery were tinted by their own
perception. “With the substance of the problem it can do nothing but meddle ignorantly
or tyrannically,” Lippmann said of public opinion. The people’s responsibility was to
support the elite class’ decisions.15
His counterpart and contemporary, John Dewey, was a founder of the
philosophical school of pragmatism and a regular contributor to The New Republic.
Dewey agreed that the issues of the day were intricate, and a society as big as the U.S.
made a functioning democracy difficult. In fact, Dewey agreed with many of the
problems Lippmann outlined in The Problem of Public Opinion. Where he truly diverged
was his belief in the political responsibility of each citizen: It was not only a citizen’s
duty to know what was happening but to act on what was happening. Where Lippmann
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viewed democracy as a system, a machine that could be made to run more efficiently,
Dewey viewed democracy as an ethic. It was against the meaning of democracy to
disengage the public, which was where the implications of policies and decisions
ultimately pooled. The first step toward participating in a democracy was to have enough
public information. With such a powerful tool for communication, journalists should not
be writing for an audience—they should be enticing a community of actors. Although an
elite class might be more efficient, creating such a group with greater power to determine
the future of the masses was in itself undemocratic. “Till the Great Society is converted in
to a Great Community, the Public will remain in eclipse,” Dewey said. “Communication
can alone create a great community.”16 Part of journalism’s obligation was to underscore
the local link of reported events so that the public was not disembodied from the
information it received.
Until WWI, the AP had been criticized for its lack of graphic description in its
crusade to separate facts from values. There was no way to process the importance of
information with such dry reporting. However, given the Great War’s blow to American
morale and the subsequent repression in the form of the frivolous ‘20s, editors in the
newsroom cynically sided with Lippmann and the AP approach of full-sentence fact
sheets became the standard.17
Reporters became dually competent in the task of writing and an area of
specialization. Interviews became the norm for every story, but only authorities were
treated to the hot seat. Although reporters’ expertise was broadening, they were also
losing oversight as editors and other higher-ups assumed greater control of news
content.18
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"Newspapers are supposed to explain the community, not convene it. News
reporters are supposed to explore the issues, not solve them. Newspapers are supposed to
expose the wrongs, not campaign against them,” said NBC News President Michael
Gartner. “Reporters and city editors are not supposed to write legislation or lead
campaigns or pass moral judgments."19
The tenets of journalism were established as trust, credibility, accuracy, reliability
and, of course, objectivity. Although Lippmann saw irony in the public’s role in WWI, he
felt the necessity for news and objectivity. “The course of events must assume a certain
definable shape, and until it is in a phase where some aspect is an accomplished fact,
news does not separate itself from the ocean of possible truth.” Truth was a principle on
which to act. News could only signalize an event, and any additional details were
hearsay.20 Near the end of his life, Lippmann abandoned the idea of democracy
completely and came to advocate for technocracy, in which decisions affecting society
are made by an elite class of technical experts.
Regardless of his final views, the influence of his work is still present in
mainstream journalism. Gartner’s view is representative of the current and dominant
ideology—an amalgamation of Lippmann’s influence of public trust. Lippmann was
cynical, and his cynicism stemmed from the frivolity of public opinion juxtaposed with
the power it commanded. He had set up a conundrum within reporting, a Sisyphean task.
In Greek mythology, the gods damned Sisyphus to forever roll a boulder up a hill, but
before he reached the zenith, the boulder would inevitably escape him. Similarly,
Lippman argued that although reporters and their news agencies should strive for
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objectivity, Dewey’s “Great Community” could never come into being because news is
always presented off color.
Karl Marx’s ideas concurrently supported Lippmann’s theory. In his proletariatbourgeois binary, mass media fell squarely in the territory of the bourgeois. As the
proprietors of news outlets, the ruling class’ interests are forwarded in a universal
portraiture so that other less advantaged classes do not revolt. Truth presented in the
papers is an economically driven depiction. “Their ideas are the ruling ideas of the
epoch,” Marx said. The intellectual and ruling class were one in the same.21
About 35 years after Dewey’s response, German philosopher Jürgen Habermas
gave hope to his following with the publication of The Structural Transformation of the
Public Sphere. Habermas’ beliefs bolstered much of Dewey’s conclusions for the current
generation of journalists. Although he used different terminology, much of his work
speaks to the potential for a Great Community. The most direct relation to journalism in
his theories is enveloped in the “public sphere,” a term Habermas coined to express a
culture of engagement. The public sphere made its most distinctive emergence in 18th
century French salons and English coffeehouses in England, where ideas were freely
offered and dissected without concern for economic or political gain. It found its lifeline
in readily available literature circulating during the Enlightenment era. The public sphere
has since descended into hibernation, and Habermas argued that it is within the purview
of mass media to inspire such a civic and democratic society.22
“Since the seventeenth century, journalists in capitalist societies have stressed the
qualities of trust, credibility, reliability and objectivity in information they produce,”
University of Strathclyde’s Brian McNair explained.9 His insight melded with
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Habermas’, as Habermas believed that news in the 20th century has become a commodity
in a commercialized media rather than an indispensable tool for democracy.23
Many journalistic movements have since passed by. Among some mentioned
earlier were yellow journalism with Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst,
muckraking and in recent years, investigative, or adversarial, journalism. Despite the
various movements, none maintained a consistent audience. Investigative journalism no
longer receives as much fanfare as it did during the Watergate scandal, and it does not get
as overwhelming a response as it once did.
Mainstream journalism had become autotelic, an entity whose means and ends
were contained within itself. Its original goal was to equip the public with the information
needed to act civically in its self-interest. However, circulation had been steadily
decreasing and civic action had been waning since the civil rights movement. The
approach was no longer as effective, and instead of addressing practices, mainstream
outlets addressed the facets of media distribution, expanding into the Internet and other
media. Journalism was now an entity that was both the mean and the end to itself—the
reason for writing, producing or otherwise was to write, produce and brand. Case in
point, the recipients of the Dupont-Columbia, Peabody, PEN and even the Pulitzer
seemingly go unnoticed by most except other journalists. Meanwhile, the wedge between
advocacy journalism—which couples its reporting with a declared position or advocacy
for action and shares some similarity with the type of mainstream reporting popular in
Europe—and traditional journalism drives ever deeper. What had gone wrong?
Journalists shared Dewey’s belief of inspiring civic action by properly informing the
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public, but they subscribed to Lippmann’s methods, which cut out the crucial connection
between incidents and their local relevance.
The scene began to change. 1988 rolled around: Big Brother had not yet taken
over and it was time for another presidential election. George H.W. Bush and Michael
Dukakis were the presidential candidates for the Republican and Democratic parties. In
the past, the press had published regurgitations of political platforms, but it was time to
spice things up. This time, they would also give readers an inside view of how
presidential campaigns were run with behind-the-scenes exposés; they would get to know
the person behind the presidential candidate. New York University’s Jay Rosen describes
these elections for journalists as “one of the worst in modern memory.”24
“By continuing to see themselves as outsiders, journalists fell victim to some
dangerous illusions,” Rosen said. “…Their intention to be in no one’s pocket meant that
they were free of politics, when the reality was they were implicated in everything
politics had become.”25
Reporters eager to cover the intricacies of the campaign trail were instead treated
to photo ops in M-1 tanks and baseball mounds. Rather than addressing the issues facing
a post-Cold War world, both Bush and Dukakis focused efforts on red herrings such as
flag burning and the pledge of allegiance to rally emotional support. “The candidates did
what they did based in part on their knowledge of newsroom routines,” Rosen explains.
“They played to their constituencies and the television cameras. But they also played to
the assumptions of reporters and editors about what constitutes the campaign’s ‘story.’”
The media was successfully exploited. In their effort to be objective in coverage, they
were generating insubstantial stories. The press could only cover what had happened and
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had no choice but to brand the campaign’s media strategy as news, however
malnourished that news was.26
The Columbus Ledger-Enquirer ushered in the period of public journalism that
lasted from the late-1980s to the late-1990s. In the 1980s, Columbus, Ga. was sinking in
its own socioeconomic problems. To make sure Columbus residents shared the same
understanding and awareness of the issues, the Ledger-Enquirer compiled an eight-part
series in 1988 to spotlight the town’s problems. The Ledger-Enquirer believed that if
Columbus’ citizenry were on the same page, they would unify to improve their collective
situation. The in-depth approach received much community buzz and acknowledgement,
but when nothing resulted from it, journalists took it one step further and organized
public forums. Journalists did not take sides, but acted as mediators in debates, and the
community came to grips with socioeconomic changes, their effects and what should be
done to adapt successfully. The forums were extremely well received.27
Kansas’ Wichita Eagle followed the Ledger-Enquirer’s lead. Disgusted by the
1988 political show, Editor Davis Merritt wrote, “We believe the voters are entitled to
have the candidates talk about the issues in depth.”12 It seemed a simple enough
statement, but the previous presidential election had effectively played the unsuspecting
mass media. The Eagle wanted to make sure the same did not happen with state and
congressional elections by proposing to make “the campaign cover what mattered to
citizens.” The Eagle’s “People Project” first polled citizens to find out the top ten
political issues on their mind. Every week, local candidates’ positions were presented on
each issue. Changes in platform were noted, and the worst a candidate could be branded
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with was “did not talk about it,” a potential political death knell because it showed the
politician’s refusal to answer questions crafted through public polling and interviewing.28
North Carolina’s Charlotte Observer mimicked the Eagle’s coverage in 1992.
Editor Richard Oppel recounts,
Voters were intensely interested in the environment… So our reporters went out
to senatorial candidates and said, ‘here are the voters’ questions.’ Terry Sanford,
the incumbent senator, called me up from Washington and said, ‘Rich, I have
these questions from your reporter and I’m not going to answer them because we
are not going to talk about the environment until the general election.’ This was
the primary. I said, ‘Well, the voters want to know about the environment now,
Terry.’ He said, ‘Well, that’s not the way I have my campaign structured.’ I said,
‘Fine, I will run the questions and I will leave a space under it for you to answer.
If you choose not to, we will just say ‘would not respond’ or we will leave it
blank.’ We ended the conversation. In about ten days he sent the answers down.29
Academics, professional journalists, media outlets across the country and public
interest groups such as Pew Charitable Trusts and the Kettering Foundation joined up in
the movement. Merritt became the poster-journalist for the movement and Rosen was
viewed as the authoritative academic on public journalism. This partnership appears
important in itself because it represented the bridging of an unspoken gap between what
journalists perceived as the ivory tower of academia and the actual practice of reporting.
Merritt and Rosen wrote documents together to explain the movement, its significance
and how to implement it. They believed it was time for the public to participate in setting
the agenda for the front page, a much more democratic approach than editors anticipating
readers’ interests.
Traditional journalism criticized the movement as a balancing act with integrity as
the beam. Some contended that it had already placed journalists outside of their
jurisdiction. As Gartner had said, journalists should not be active actors within their
communities. They were stepping out of their job description as writers. By determining
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what issues were important enough to gather public input, by mediating forums,
journalists were essentially declaring what they cared about. Doing so would compromise
their credibility and suitability to report on future stories. Critics, many of which were
prominent figures in mainstream media, questioned if public journalists were using
legitimate tactics to engage the public. They called public journalism “a call for advocacy
journalism, which would usurp the political process and further erode public trust,” a
self-righteous movement. It was a public display of editorial narcissism and a tenure
move by a self-serving professor who seized the opportunity to “shake loose foundation
grants.”30
In response, Rosen acknowledged that public journalism was not the perfectly
shaped answer to mainstream journalism’s deficiencies, but it shared mainstream
journalism’s mission to serve the public interest. Mainstream journalism has been at the
same routine for decades—interview, report, edit for objectivity, publish—and the
approach did not elicit the coveted outcomes of civic action and engagement. On the
other hand, public journalism has been described as tweaking the public setting from a
lecture to a seminar. It was no longer the journalist lecturing to the audience about what
had been determined as news. The public was now invited to assign coverage according
to their concerns and interests. “Rosen more or less answers: Relax, it’s new, and
traditionalists offer no alternative but old failed ways,” says Carlin Romano, a contributor
to The Nation and literary critic for the Philadelphia Inquirer. In his review of Rosen’s
What Are Journalists For?, Romano was one of the few who gave fresh criticism:
Besides the political and social affairs beats, how has the rest of news been
democratized?31
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Public journalism could not respond to Romano’s challenge. However, that it had
so stirred the mainstream journalism community was impressive. It underscored many
problems that American journalism had yet to address: What is journalism? How should
it be practiced? What was this “advocacy journalism” that mainstream journalists were so
afraid of? Most importantly, declining news readership suggested that traditional
journalism was losing its position in societal esteem.
Since the time of the pamphleteers, journalism has been a negotiation between its
practitioners and its audience. The pamphleteers responded to a feeling of political void.
The penny press was the first to recognize the vastness of America outside of privileged
classes. Muckrakers recognized the need for substantial stories that dealt with people to
balance sensationalized news. Values from each movement have transcended each new
brand of journalism, but something about mainstream journalism had become outmoded.
Public journalism recognized the disconnect between news and its recipients, but it was
not the panacea. Despite its shortcomings, it did pave the way for the next movement, one
that was citizen-initiated and in a better position to address many of the shortcomings
identified: Participatory journalism.
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CHAPTER III:
SETTING UP BINARY OPPOSITIONS: ADVOCACY JOURNALISM
The playing field has been leveled between so-called mainstream and so-called alternative media.
I recently heard Amy Goodman brag that her ‘Democracy Now!’ podcast has as many
subscribers on iTunes as Tim Russert’s ‘Meet the Press.’ Surely that tells us that the old notion of
creating an ‘alternative’ media in opposition to the ‘mainstream’ has become meaningless. At a
time when anyone can find any article or report from almost any news outlet in the world directly
and instantaneously, it makes little sense to marginalize ourselves as ‘alternative.’1
—Micah Sifry1

In order to understand why traditional journalism is reacting so negatively to
participatory journalism, there must first be an understanding of the relationship between
traditional journalism and advocacy journalism. Part of the threat participatory journalism
poses has to do with its resemblance to advocacy journalism. By no means do all
participatory media tout ideological agendas, but many are focused on a particular subject
or approach topics from a specific lens. Those approaches are akin to alternative and
advocacy media, which pursue specific topics or subjects. The threat to traditional
journalism comes more from ideologically charged outlets than those centered on
neglected topics—it is in these outlets where advocacy and participatory journalism elide.
Thus, in many ways, traditional journalism is using the same plan of attack with
participatory journalism as it did with advocacy journalism.
On a superficial level, traditional journalism and advocacy journalism—a part of
alternative media—often seem as though their aims do not coincide: One practices
objectivity, the other prefers taking a stand. One has a very diverse audience while the
other reaches a smaller niche market. The way in which advocacy journalism is often
received by mainstream journalism is well encapsulated by reporter Nick Clooney’s visit
to Darfur. When Clooney was confronted with the lack of public knowledge and action
on the genocide in Darfur, he journeyed to Sudan to bring the news to America. After
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only a week and a half, Clooney said that he crossed a line every journalist knows never
to cross: He stopped being a reporter and became an advocate.2
Although the immediate thoughts that the term “advocacy journalism” evokes are
not pleasant ones in many journalism classrooms and newsrooms, examining the
achievability of objectivity and deconstructing the tension between traditional and
advocacy journalism will reveal why traditional journalism is such a target of criticism in
for ideological participatory journalism.
Collectively, alternative journalism enjoys more wiggle room in choice of
coverage because the media cater to niche markets. Advocacy journalism has always
posed a greater threat to traditional journalism than the rest of the alternative realm. Other
types of alternative publications report on issues relevant to their niches; I.D. is an
international design magazine whereas Vibe centers on the urban music scene. Many,
such as National Geographic: Adventure and Orion are supplemental publications to the
mission of their organizational corpora—the National Geographic Society is devoted to
increasing geographic knowledge and the Orion Society links communities to the
environment. These niches overlap only slightly with traditional journalism and certainly
do not rival them. Advocacy journalism includes publications such as The American
Spectator and The Progressive, magazines suitable in representing advocacy journalism
because so much of the genre is steeped in political ideology. It is a threat to traditional
journalism because although these publications also cater to niches, they are constantly
trying to expand their audience base into the mainstream, which receives the majority of
its news from traditional outlets.
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Traditional journalism has often accused its partisan counterpart with porous
reporting, lack of integrity and overstepping journalistic boundaries. In creating a seedy
portrait of advocacy journalism, traditional journalism has positioned itself smugly as the
authority. Advocacy media, however, would argue that they deliver greater in-depth
coverage and their reporters are granted more oversight to pursue subjects of greater
interest to their readerships. With oversight, individual reporters make conscious and
intentional decisions about which perspectives will be applied to the news content.
Although most advocacy media struggle to stay afloat, by dropping the guise of
objectivity—an ideal that many believe impossible—many have maintained impressive
reader engagement and loyalty.
Arguably, the most compelling premise from which advocacy media operate is
that objectivity is unattainable. Reporting any story requires research, data gathering and
interviewing. Every story also has a time or word limit, and filtering information or
selecting quotes to form narratives automatically exhibits bias. The level to which
journalists inject their own opinions is subtle in some deliveries while obvious in others.
This is something that both sides of the ideological fence have perceived, as the Left
accuses mainstream media of corporate censorship and the Right accuses it of liberal
bias.
“There is life for the press after its political innocence is ‘over,’” Rosen claims.
“You don't have to claim chronic agendalessness [sic] to be respected and good. That's
what the transparency revolution is trying to say to journalists.”3
Journalism as a profession serves to summarize events in an easily digestible
form. As established in a previous chapter, traditional journalism aligns itself with Walter
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Lippmann’s brand of impartiality. Ironically, although Lippmann promoted objectivity,
he felt uncomfortable with journalism’s specialty in eyewitness accounts. He argued that
those accounts are minced with stereotypes and cultural images, rendering faded carbon
copies rather than accurate depictions.
“Our stereotyped world is not necessarily the world we should like it to be,”
Lippmann said. “It is simply the kind of world we expect it to be.”4 Wherever journalists
go, they will apply their own lens to establish the context of a situation and report it from
that angle. Lippmann cited a study in Germany for his defense. Forty reporters trained in
eyewitness accounts were gathered in an experiment that involved letting loose a clown
with an armed black man chasing him into the room where the reporters sat. The clown
fell and the man fired, then they both ran out of the room. Of the 40 reporters who took
notes, only one had less than 20% mistakes in his account.5 “The task of deflating these
controversies, and reducing them to a point where they can be reported as news, is not a
task which the reporter can perform,” Lippmann deduced.
He believed that the sole job of reporters was to signal the occurrence of
something. Clowns and reporters were an event, not a controversy, but Lippman put it
another way. “The story of why John Smith failed… can be told in a hundred different
ways.”6 If John Smith were an environmental activist who was caught setting SUVs on
fire at car dealerships as a form of protest, his actions would have created an event to
cover.7 However, once reporters attempt to infer his motives for “environmental
terrorism,” they apply their own understandings of human nature. News should be bare
bones—analysis, hindsight, choice of experts and quotes are symptoms of bias.
Lippmann may have demanded the utmost fidelity to objectivity that reporters could
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muster, but he did not put much faith in news entities. While traditional journalism has
kneaded the term “objectivity” into their profession, they are not completely faithful to
Lippmann’s doctrine, whose beliefs would render broadcast journalism as a scrolling
marquee and print journalism as an RSS feed. As Stuart Allan pointed out, to achieve
complete objectivity, coverage would comprise printing documents or airing proceedings
in their entirety.8
No matter how subtle the opinions are, articles share similarities with leading
questions. In introducing students to current events, national politics and world affairs,
every educator advises triangulation—reading more than one paper for that sharper
image. The New York Times may be the “paper of record” with “all the news that’s fit to
print,” but educators encourage students to read Posts, Enquirers, Dispatches and other
major or minor papers for a more complete survey of a topic. Ideologically charged
publications gripe that traditional journalism has always passed its work off as objective.
In a sense, using objectivity as a brand has allowed traditional journalism to ingratiate its
way to the top of the media pyramid. Pointing to triangulation, a method that media
literacy educators often use, advocacy journalism would tell traditional journalism that
denying the truth about objectivity does not negate it.
In the days when traditional journalism began to take root, Reuter’s Sigismund
Engländer made a case for moderation.
I inaugurated myself, nearly thirty years ago, the present service of sober naked
statements of facts for our services, but at that time the newspapers published only
a few sober telegraphic announcements of facts, and telegraphy itself was in its
infancy: but your Editors still shrink from developing any light and colour in the
service, and believe the dull skeleton of telegrams alone to be acceptable.9
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Since the late 19th century on, traditional journalism has tried to separate itself in
practice from advocacy journalism. In attempting to establish advocacy and traditional
journalisms’ equal footing, the question becomes what exactly counts as journalism?
Some tenets suggested have been original reporting, objectivity, credibility and sense of
duty to the general welfare.10, 11, 12 However, news organizations piggyback on one
another for story ideas, quotes and support. Objectivity would place well-reputed
publications such as Mother Jones, left in ideology, and The Weekly Standard, right in
ideology, as frauds although both practice investigative journalism to fortify their
positions. Both these publications along with many others have grounded their mission in
service to the public’s interest. “Mother Jones is an independent nonprofit whose roots lie
in a commitment to social justice implemented through first rate investigative reporting,”
reads its website.13 “To consider whether liberal ideas should be somehow
reconsidered—in some respects revised, in others perhaps merely re-stated—with the aim
of increasing the overall ratio of dialog to diatribe in the American political forum,” reads
the other.14
It might appear that traditional journalism offers a better foundation for a reader
to form personal opinions, but one of the New York Times’ most recent headaches
demonstrates that traditional journalism is not exempt from subjectivity and questionable
credibility. In order for any publication to thrive, it must have credibility. Following this
logic, the New York Times defended former reporter Jayson Blair on good faith, only to
confirm that he had manufactured spurious accounts of the Iraq War. Editors took
appropriate steps to salvage the New York Times’ credibility and restore its standing with
the public; within a year following the scandal, an internal ethics watchdog committee
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was assembled to comment weekly on the integrity of the paper’s coverage.15 Regardless
of which approach to journalism, the admonition of “reader, beware” will always apply.
The debate over legitimacy continues to rage, but the dispute about which genre
has the best methodology is still frivolous to the definition of journalism.
Notwithstanding guidelines instated by any genre of journalism, Jeffrey Mohl, editor of
the Society for Professional Journalists’ The Quill, put it most clearly:
“What's interesting about journalism (in the United States, at least) is that it's not
necessarily the rights we have that make us special; under the First Amendment,
the rights to free speech and a free press are protected for everyone. Journalists,
though, claim to use those rights for a specific purpose.”16
Journalists’ rights are standardized in some countries where they are granted
special licenses. However, as Mohl pointed out, even in the dictionary, definitions for
“journalist” and “journalism” are incestuous. Despite press club plaques, journalism
school awards or grandiloquent speeches at press corps dinners, dictionaries have skirted
the definition by having “journalist” and “journalism” cross-reference each other.
“The primary purpose of journalism is to provide citizens with the information
they need to be free and self-governing.”17 All media can agree upon this mission.
Traditional journalism just chooses its information based on certain factors. Allan
generated a list of criteria that traditional journalism uses to determine the line of best-fit:
competition, resources, profit and newsworthiness, conflict, relevance to the readership,
timeliness, proximity to the geographic region, the content’s potential for simplification,
audience personalization, unexpectedness, continuity of the situation, composition,
reference to elite nations and elite persons, cultural specificity, and negativity.18
Thousands of newsworthy incidents happen everyday, but traditional journalism must
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consider what will attract the most diverse audience in order to ensure its survival.
Together, these tenets form a rigid line.
Both genres may share their foremost goal, but those opposed to advocacy
journalism have accused it of pandering to its readership. Traditional journalism outlets
claim to draw a diverse audience, but that is debatable. The New York Times is often
perceived as elitist. Fox News has a conservative following while National Public Radio
is too liberal. USA Today appeals to a younger generation, one that is always on the go. In
other words, traditional journalism is not as unified as is often presented.
Just as traditional journalism cannot be heard as a unified voice, neither can
advocacy journalism be heard as a chorus for similar agendas. As Victor Navasky
realized in a privileged interview with Jürgen Habermas, the plethora of advocacy media
does not mean that multiple voices are preaching the same thing to the choir, nor are the
Left and Right mano a mano. Navasky recalled both The Nation’s and National Review’s
coverage of U.S. policy toward Bosnia under the Clinton Administration. “In The Nation,
it was the human rights activists v. the noninterventionists,” Navasky wrote. “In National
Review it was the hawks v. the isolationists.” The Nation is viewed as a publication
representing liberal views, and its angle was more specifically one of humanistic
internationalism—a view that was not in sharp contrast to The National Review, a
conservative publication. However, within the plane of leftist publications, The Nation
approached coverage of the Bosnian conflict from one specific philosophical-political
hybrid. The point, Navasky argued, was that each publication approaches the same issue
from different dimensions.19 Mainstream reporters might not intentionally leave out
relevant content, but pursuing a story based on the digestibility of information,
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assumptions about the audience and their own understanding—however well
researched—would inevitably leave out dimensions of which reporters may be ignorant.
“We have an unstated agreement with our readers, viewers and listeners that we
are providing them with reliable, accurate, and fair information,” Mohl said.20 The key
term in his statement is “fair.” Objectivity and fairness are often equivocated in the
newsroom. Objectivity developed as a way of allowing the readership to form its own
opinions. It has not been debated as an unworthy ideal, but rather an unattainable one, or
at least a slippery concept. It is quite possible that objectivity is more difficult to attain
through a single “authoritative” source than through a collection of less “objective”
perspectives from stakeholders in the event. The act of honing in on objectivity by
reading various sources shows that no single publication can embody objectivity.
The father of American anthropology, Franz Boas, also shared the goal of
complete objectivity. He established the standard of cultural relativism in the field. He
established a scientific approach to anthropology that called for empirical data gathering.
Boas believed that cultural phenomena must be studied not only from an outsider’s
perspective (termed as “etic”), but also within the interconnected context of their
histories, belief structures and functionality. Boas’ work in promoting cultural relativity
also led him to believe that no analysis could ever be accurate till every piece of
information was collected. Near the end of his life, he had bookcases filled with
ethnographic data he had collected—“Boas’ 10,000 pages of notes on the Kwakiutl”—
but never synthesized. Cultures are constantly in flux, Boas believed, but his need for the
most empirical analysis also meant that he never set down any synthesis of his findings
aside from descriptions about some of the cultures he studied.21, 22
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Reporters are in a similar setup, however, they cannot sit on gathered data
because they have a limited time frame in which to turn around stories. They must focus
on one or two aspects to stay within a word count, and although they intend objectivity,
the information gathered will inevitably miss certain related concerns—perhaps obvious
only to experts in the topic at hand. Rather, it takes thorough review of several news
sources to achieve clarity. Fairness acknowledges that every reporter has an inherent bias,
but it demands fair handling of the material as reporters create a context for their
positions; without this, journalists lose their credibility. “The journalist is first engaged in
verification,” Kovach and Rosenstiel said.23
In traditional journalism, objectivity has become larger than life, elevated from an
approach to the embodiment of journalism. However, both traditional and advocacy
journalisms share a bond that supercedes the method in which they track down their
stories: providing information for a citizenry to be free and self-governing. If objectivity
is the way to it, then at the least, every journalist’s account contributes to a collective
pool of reporting where objectivity is attained through the conglomeration of news
sources rather than a singular source.
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CHAPTER IV:
FORMS OF PARTICIPATORY JOURNALISM
If the public is assumed to be “out there,” more or less intact, then the job of the press is easy to
state: to inform people about what goes on in their name and their midst. But suppose the public
leads a more broken existence … A public that leads this more fragile kind of existence suggests
a different task for the press: not just to inform a public that may or may not emerge, but to
improve the chances that it will emerge.
—Jay Rosen1

Each of the three most influential movements and genres leading to participatory
journalism has something unique to offer. Traditional journalism collectively draws the
largest audience with its premise as an objective news source. However, the ideal of
objectivity is constantly in question. Advocacy journalism introduces diverse points of
views and is capable of widening its readership’s lens. Conversely, it is accused of
preaching to the choir, and its soapboxers have more oversight to lure an unwitting
audience with shoddy reporting. Public journalism created a forum where the goal was
not only to cultivate an informed public; it also asked that public to act on its knowledge.
It may have changed news delivery from a lecture to a seminar but only with political
issues, leaving culture, art, business and other topics untouched.
All of them also share a connection to participatory journalism. Bloggers, the
most prevalent group of participatory journalists, often link to stories from the
Washington Post or other traditional outlets. Much of the content on the Internet applies
an advocacy or alternative lens, and readers take ownership of the news in a way that
public journalists tried to entice their communities to do.
Participatory journalism is often viewed as a counterforce to straight-laced,
traditional journalism. Its first complaint is that as the fourth estate, journalism has not
kept the first, second and third—church, judiciary and commons—accountable for their
actions. What remains is merely a husk of the power journalism once brandished.
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Sometimes dubbed the “fifth estate,” participatory journalism has sprung up as a citizen
remedy.
However, it is not fair to paint traditional journalism as the only form of
journalism that has come up short. Although Navasky believed that advocacy
publications presented different dimensions on the same subject, many advocacy
publications had a limited circulation with wide ranging subscription fees. Flooded by the
assortment of thousands of niche publications, readers must choose which to invest in,
and it often turns out to be the ones that best laud their views. While the sheer number of
publications means that more fringe issues see print, the existence of a splintered
audience—bolstered by subscription costs—also begs whether those issues are accessible
to the larger public.
In some ways, participatory journalism is an expansion upon advocacy journalism
in sense that even more opinions are available, and all of them are freely accessible.
Participatory journalism also picks up where public journalism left off. For one, blogs are
free for the producer to publish and free for the consumer to read as long as there is
Internet access. In his New Yorker column, Dean of Columbia University’s School of
Journalism Nicholas Lemann observed that participatory journalism often supplements
actual reporting with links to articles from the mainstream press. “Even at its best and
most ambitious, citizen journalism reads like a decent Op-Ed page, and not one that
offers daring, brilliant, forbidden opinions that would otherwise be unavailable.”2
In many ways, Lemann’s comment reads like a defense for traditional journalism.
It echoes the way that traditional journalism has attacked many other genres in its effort
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to stay the top dog. Journalism educator James W. Carey noted this during his many
years of reflection:
I think in some sense that’s the choice that’s being made by journalists; that is, the
model of the adversary and everything that that involves—being better informed,
knowing things that others don’t know, always having better facts, better data,
better insight. There is a tendency to believe the worst about public figures and
the worst about other people. We have a kind of consistently low-life
interpretation of things—and we’re committed to it. We essentially clobber any
other interpretation as being hopelessly naïve or idealistic. We substitute one story
for another—not in a conversable way of saying we think we’ve got a better
understanding of it, would you argue with us about this and see if we are right?
But as a way of exercising power in forming a public narrative independent of
what people are saying, might say, could say, if they were more empowered to
say it.3
Although the blogosphere, participatory journalism’s most popular manifestation,
comprises thousands of e-pulpits, it also creates a space for comments through which its
audience can point out missing information, mistakes and contribute additional aspects
not already represented. Through participation, the audience becomes intimate with the
information being discussed. Regardless whether participatory journalism presents
dazzling new insights, the rapid advance in technology has created the capacity for
instantaneous input, teasing out a unique arena that traditional and advocacy journalism
have not been able to fashion through pages partitioned for letters to the editor—not all of
which are printed nor timely.
The forum envelops more than just political issues, although they tend to be the
content of many popular blogs. Jane’s Intelligence Review, an internationally respected
magazine, pre-released a cyberterrorism article to Slashdot readers, an online community
with an acute interest in technology. Jane’s was immediately inundated with criticism but
also inspired by its reviewers’ insight. The editorial board trashed the original article and
had a new piece written in collaboration with its Slashdot participatory experts.4 In a
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similar setup, ThemeParkInsider.com created a register to keep theme parks accountable
for injuries in Florida. The Accident Watch section was furnished with information,
articles and tips entirely from its readers, leading to a major journalism award—the
Online Journalism Award for Service Journalism—from Columbia University’s Graduate
School of Journalism and the Online News Association.5 Both are representative of one
of participatory journalism’s many façades: open source journalism. Open source
journalism refers to stories that develop through the expertise and involvement of various
participants; pieces perfect for a community byline.
As a means of news, the blogosphere first gained publicity in 1998 when a littleknown current events commentator with Internet access and a blog blew the lid off the
Clinton-Lewinsky scandal. National papers soon followed Matt Drudge’s lead on the
Drudge Report, which was “the first occasion on which a web-based news outlet set the
agenda for the news media as a whole.”6
“What’s changed in the last five years is that the people who used to be called the
audience are now co-participants in creating the news,” said Micah Sifry, executive editor
of the Personal Democracy Forum, a Web site that explores the intersection of
technology and politics.7 Just five years before, terrorists had hijacked commercial
jetliners that crashed into major American landmarks. The amorphous blogosphere began
to take shape. Americans were scrambling for any information about those they knew
who were caught in the terrorist attacks. Demand for information rose dramatically,
causing too much traffic for many news sites. The populace began to stitch together their
own news service on blogs, publishing personal and professional photos, advice and
information, and linking to other makeshift domains. Most importantly, they provided a
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place for a distraught citizenry to cope with the catastrophe together.8 Participatory
journalism swelled even more in 2005. Mainstream media experienced a deficit of
photographs and reporter accounts when covering Hurricane Katrina. To present a better
illustration, several news organizations asked for photo and video submissions from those
who had experienced Hurricane Katrina—a notable invitation to be part of press
coverage.9
The blogosphere now doubles in size every six months (Sifry).10 Bloggers cover
everything from pop music to baby strollers, democratizing nearly every topic
imaginable. In the news sector, the selection also includes hyperlocal journalism, an oldfashioned genre traditionally the territory of small-town papers.11 Although nationally
renowned papers such as the Chicago Tribune lay claim to a particular geographic area,
they make many editorial decisions based on a national readership. It is not necessarily
profitable for the “Trib” to give considerable coverage to neighborhood issues in
Chicago if they do not apply to the wider demographic. University of Missouri’s
journalism school developed the site MyMissourian in response to the lack of community
reporting. “MyMissourian provides residents of mid-Missouri the opportunity to write
their own stories about life in their communities with editing help by student editors from
the Missouri School of Journalism,” reads the MyMissourian site. “We rely on those
usually termed ‘readers’ to become ‘reporters.’”12 MyMissourian has inspired other
hyperlocal sites such as GoSkokie in Illinois.
The Internet has also made geographic boundaries irrelevant. On a more
cosmopolitan level, participatory journalists were the most vociferous in shining light on
the Tripoli Six. Five Bulgarian nurses and a Palestinian doctor were arrested and brought
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to the Libyan capitol, where they confessed under torture to reusing syringes. The Libyan
government alleged a chain of events leading to an AIDS epidemic among children
treated in a Benghazi hospital. The five medical staff members are currently in retrial,
facing execution. Instapundit.com and DailyKos were the first to ban together in an
unusual partnership between right- and left-wing bloggers. Using a common argument
against traditional journalism, one blogger on DailyKos said, “You might ask yourself,
where is the media? Will Daily Kos once again take the lead because the [Mainstream
Media] is so deficient?”13 There has been little coverage in mainstream media about the
Tripoli Six, but traditional journalism has to weigh coverage of the Tripoli Six against
any of the thousands of daily atrocities that could make it into U.S. papers.14 Stuart
Allan’s criteria for determining newsworthiness explain why the Tripoli Six was not a hot
news item; of the thirteen criteria, the Tripoli Six only met three: timeliness, continuity of
the situation and negativity.
Despite Reuter’s, the Associated Press and other major news organizations’ lofty
network of correspondents, professional reporters are not as ubiquitous as citizens.16 The
Iraq War spawned Where is Raed?, a blog that documented the personal experiences of a
mysterious Baghdad Blogger. Originally meant as a periodic update for his friends in
other countries, the Baghdad Blogger soon gained a following. He wrote about
occupation, bomb raids, U.S. liberators ransacking a friend’s house and disappearances,
experiences that war correspondents did not have access to under military restrictions.17
“Let me tell you one thing first," he wrote. "War sucks big time. Don’t let yourself ever
be talked into having one waged in the name of your freedom. Somehow when the bombs
start dropping or you hear the sound of machine guns at the end of your street you don’t
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think about your 'imminent liberation' anymore.”18 The BBC, MSNBC, New York Times
and Washington Post published features on the mysterious blogger, and pundits
questioned whether the blogger was an agent spreading misinformation. Journalist Peter
Maass confirmed that the blogger had worked for him as a translator19 and The Guardian
later discovered that the Baghdad Blogger was a 29 year-old Iraqi architect. When asked
why he began a blog, pseudonymous Salam Pax had this to say:
It's good because they seem like small windows in to [sic.] how people are living
and thinking in the outside world. I also realized that there's nothing coming from
the Arab world. So, I thought I'd start one. To give something back to the blogging
community … Honestly, I'm not comfortable with the idea that I am considered a
'news source.' I am just blogging. A blog is where you can make the news more real
for you… for me.20
In another situation that almost escaped traditional journalism’s attention,
Mississippi Sen. Trent Lott could have avoided a tongue lashing from Americans over his
nostalgia for the Dixiecrat era. He would have maintained his position as Senate majority
leader had it not been for bloggers’ reaction to his grievance that Strom Thurmond, who
supported racial segregation during his 1948 bid, had not won the presidency. The
Washington Post had embedded his remark in a story about Thurmond’s 100th birthday,
but it soon fell off the radar. It blipped its way back when the public demanded that
traditional news organizations amplify coverage. The general public, along with the right
wing, called for Lott’s resignation as senate majority leader. In determining
newsworthiness, traditional journalism had not calculated public values. Racism, or at
least overt racism, was unacceptable to the American majority.21
In an On the Media NPR interview, Ken Auletta of the New Yorker recounted
how President George W. Bush had confirmed to a young reporter that he did not watch
or read the news:
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“‘Well, how do you then know, Mr. President, what the public is thinking?’ And
Bush, without missing a beat said: ‘You're making a powerful assumption, young
man. You're assuming that you represent the public. I don't accept that.’ That's his
attitude.”22
After processing Auletta’s sketch, Rosen credited Bush “with an original idea, or
the germ of one,” referring to the president’s outlook as the “Bush Thesis.”23 The
implications of the president’s remark are more sweeping than just how he evades
questions at press conferences. During the height of public journalism in the mid-1990s,
traditional journalism proponents asked Rosen what need public journalism fulfilled
when mainstream media were more than sufficient in serving their communities. They
wrote it off as a marketing gimmick. One decade later, the president’s absurd response
again challenges the media’s ability to represent the public’s values and their capacity for
serious discussion in lieu of a tussle for a headline.
Participatory journalism is unfettered by a need for profit. As such, it can tailor
discussion for a niche. Compared collectively to traditional journalism, its topics are wide
in scope, and it includes points of views that may not be voiced by traditional
journalism’s choice of experts, editing, sound bites or quotes.
Gannett News Service was one of the first conglomerates to recognize a need to
experiment with participatory journalism. In 2006, the company announced a “pro-am”
approach, taken from Golf’s Pro-Amateur tournaments, to the news: Reporters gather
information and ask citizens of various expertise to apply their knowledge.24 The pro-am
approach is also known as “crowd sourcing.”25 Gannett recognized that the complacency
of traditional journalism had become an impediment rather than an advantage. Although
there are diverse manifestations of participatory media, there are enough gems in the riffraff to threaten traditional journalism. Survival of the fittest may be the mantra of
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businesses and corporations, but capitalism is faltering as traditional news organizations
pale, and power over content is redistributed to the citizens it is meant to serve.
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CHAPTER V:
FUNCTIONS OF PARTICIPATORY JOURNALISM
Who are these people? Seriously, who actually sits down after a long day at work and says, I'm
not going to watch Lost tonight. I'm going to turn on my computer and make a movie starring my
pet iguana? I'm going to mash up 50 Cent's vocals with Queen's instrumentals? I'm going to blog
about my state of mind or the state of the nation or the steak-fries at the new bistro down the
street? Who has that time and that energy and that passion?
The answer is, you do.
—Lev Grossman1

The Internet is understandably the most popular forum for participatory
journalism. Many major American cities are implementing free Wi-Fi networks for their
residents, and if participants have access to a computer with a wireless card, obtaining a
free blog is just a click away.
Traditional journalism’s reaction to participatory journalism’s rising popularity
has been one of belittlement and distrust, lampooning it ad nauseam with issues from
credibility and accuracy to the value of participants’ insights. Yet things that are new are
often terrifying because there have been no precedents, no instructions for how to be
digested. Despite differences between traditional and participatory journalism—the
newsroom versus the study, editors versus spell check—both genres overlap more than
either care to admit. Outlining how online participatory journalism works will illuminate
the symbiotic relationship it shares with traditional journalism.
There are two narratives. From a participatory point of view, it might go like this:
In a country saturated with repetitive 24-hour news feeds, cable television that is not
commercial-free, broadcasts controlled by producers and just a general trickle of relevant
information, audiences had grown bored. With the onset of the digital age, audiences
realized that they could be part of the editorial board: choose the five minutes of a show
most worthwhile, put it on YouTube and be done with it. The creative process was
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completely monopolized by mainstream media and businesses: what to watch, when, and
what commercials. “Five percent of the populace (probably even less) can create,” said
Marc Canter, founder of Macromedia. “The others watch, listen, read, consume. I think
one of the destinies of digital technology is to enable the other 95% to express their
creativity somehow. That's the gestalt view.”2 The Internet had become easy to navigate,
and through the creative process, the public had begun to redistribute control of media
content and also make that information more vital to themselves.
A more traditional narrative might be that news organizations do not have
correspondents in every corner of the world. This is where citizens can step up and send
in photos or accounts, much as they did after Hurricane Katrina ravaged New Orleans.
However, where journalists are present, they are also better trained and likely have
extensive experience. In addition, they have a fleet of editors to scour for bias and
inaccuracies. Columns are filled with well-thought out insights on current events and
social values, written by people who not only have expertise in a particular subject, but
also have salaries to support such pensive days. Without some system intact, standards in
reporting and writing, how can the public have faith in the information coursing through
the millions of IP addresses?
Among many things that journalism is, Carey also frames it as a “conversation of
our culture.” The danger, as Carey points out, is that journalists are entering a
conversation in which they are the only participants.
If there are not a lot of people talking, if you’re talking by yourself and you’re not
hearing anything, then you are no longer engaged in a conversation—and don’t
believe it’s because the people out there believe you, trust you, find you credible,
accede to your power. They’re more likely to be saying, “The hell with them all.
If this is the way the game is going to be played, I’m going to go off in pursuit of
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private pleasures. I will concentrate on those parts of life I can control rather than
play a game in which I don’t have a real role.3
The greatest danger facing journalism as the landscape undergoes reconstruction
is the assumption of a binary opposition between traditional and participatory journalism.
Questions of credibility, engagement, accuracy and purpose must be addressed.
The assortment of online actors fall into four broad categories, encompassing
sources such as web magazine Slate.com, Glenn Reynold’s Instapundit blog and nongovernmental organizations or political parties. The categories apply to all types of online
domains, participatory or not. The professional-institutional actor quadrant includes
transnational satellite broadcasters, internet-only publishing organizations and web
versions of news organizations. Salon.com, the Village Voice online and the Online
Journalism Review from University of Southern California’s Annenberg School for
Communication are all professional-institutional actors. They use an organized business
model to put out news or news analysis. Professional-individual actors engage in
participatory journalism as a full-time or professional activity. The Daily Dish’s Andrew
Sullivan is an example of professional, individual actors with a political slant. Groups
categorized under non-professional, institutional actors range in diversity from
Mothers Against Drunk Driving, .gov pages, terrorist organizations or religious groups—
all of which publish on the web to spread their agenda. The most numerous of the four
types is the non-professional, individual actor. The Baghdad Blogger was one of the
most outstanding of the millions of this type.4
Each of these actors also falls along a continuum of openness. In an opencommunal group, all users have access to the content and can disseminate or change
information. Wiki sites—the most popular—allow for new entries and uploads from
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registered users. Blogs fall under the open-exclusive category in which the site owner or
a group of members post the central content while readers leave comments.Circulation in
closed groups is often how blogs or news stories gain notoriety, for instance, when an
Internet user decides to forward the link to a story or blog over a listserv. Closed email
groups such as company networks or instant messaging demonstrate how a select few can
edit information that is accessible only to them. The public still has access to some
information that a partially closed group publishes. Often times, partially closed groups
can determine what information will be exposed.5 All of these categories can encourage
participation, but the most relevant categories to participatory journalism are opencommunal and open-exclusive groups.
However, these quadrants and categories of openness are far from tidy. YouTube,
which sits between the open-communal and open-exclusive categories, allow users to
upload or delete their own videos, yet only rate others’ videos or leave comments.
Arianna Huffington’s popular Huffington Post covers politics, pop culture, celebrity life
and sometimes even out-scoops the press. This political commentator began her blog in
the same vein as a talk show, with guest bloggers such as politician John Kerry, journalist
Irshad Manji and music producer Quincy Jones commenting on the politics and issues du
jour. Her blog has become so popular that SoftBank, a Japanese corporation with
similarities to Gannet or Knight-Ridder, has invested $5 million so that Huffington could
hire full-time reporters, have 24-hour updates and increase multimedia coverage.6 As the
“HuffPost” expands and attracts investors, it also crosses the boundary into a
professional-institutional actor with more parties to answer to. Pop Candy won the 2006
Weblog Award: Best Culture Blog, yet blogging is just a part of columnist Whitney
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Matheson’s job description at USA Today. Is she a professional-individual actor with her
own blog or a professional-institutional actor because of Pop Candy’s USAToday.com
prefix? Levels of participatory media are not in sharp focus.
Matheson may be paid and the HuffPost now has funding to pursue original
reporting, but many participatory journalism outlets do not have financial resources.
Instead, most blogs link to stories published by major news organizations. Along with
other complaints, traditional journalism has used this link to question the importance and
credibility of participatory journalism. To the contrary, various communities have means
for self-regulation. Since its inception in 2001, Wikipedia has burgeoned to more than six
million articles in 200 languages, garnering both fans and critics. According to Time, one
Encyclopedia Britannica editor compared Wikipedia to “a public toilet seat because you
don't know who used it last.”7 However, Wikipedia’s rise has highlighted a surprising
result: built-in credibility. With a whole web ring of readers from around the world, it is
much easier to spot mistakes that might otherwise slide, an issue that terrorized the public
and academics only a decade before.
“NBC Nightly News used images of dead fish to illustrate a 1993 story about
alleged overcutting in Idaho’s Clearwater National Forest. The fish turned out to
be neither dead nor from Clearwater, and Tom Brokaw apologized on a later
broadcast … In 1986 ABC’s World News Tonight purchased and aired a
videotape that purported to show the nuclear meltdown at Chernobyl but turned
out to be a cement factory in Trieste, Italy.”8
Since the Fifth Estate has sprung up, it has not only kept mainstream media
accountable, but itself as well. If a blogger continuously posts images or publishes
spurious information in support of a position, a diverse readership with various expertise
will notice, comment and stop reading. The specific blogger’s reputation will plummet,
resulting in a lower relevance ranking to search engines. In 1943, psychologist Abraham
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Maslow introduced a theory that reshaped many disciplinary lenses and is still commonly
debated. His hierarchy of needs states that once people have reached a certain threshold
and their basic needs are met, they begin to crave a “higher” fulfillment. The immediacy
of the needs begin from physiological satiation to security and safety, social contact, selfesteem and self-actualization. Reputation systems are based on credibility and fulfill the
penultimate desire: self-esteem. The Internet also removes the relevance of geographic
boundaries to social networks, satisfying Maslow’s higher level desire for social contact.
Social networks can lead to reciprocity, in which a blogger might list another compatriot
in a blogroll of his or her favorite websites.9 The importance of credibility and
accountability increases as a blogger tries to build an audience. The greater the trust
invested in individual participatory journalists, the greater the daily hits their site will
receive. In blogging alternatives such as Newsvine, the primary content of the website are
stories published by Reuters, the Associated Press and other organizations. However,
members—participant journalists—post comments and additional stories that are ranked
by their peers. The result is trust metrics, where high rankings lead to greater exposure
for a member and his or her contribution.10
The only guaranteed protection journalists have to pursue the public’s interest is
in the first amendment. There is no legal distinction between the professional journalist
and the average citizen. It is journalistically unethical to reveal a source if the journalist
has made that promise to a source and cleared it with the editor. If the journalist then goes
to court and chooses to withhold a source, it is still considered obstruction of justice. For
the most part, courts have tried to skirt such unwanted popularity by not jailing reporters
or even offered a meager number of legal precedents, and these precedents are what
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journalists have relied on to build their industry.11 However, journalists are no longer the
only ones privy to legal precedents. In a recent case, Apple tried to sue three online,
participatory reporters who have remained anonymous for leaking information about their
products. The reporters would not reveal their sources, and Apple claimed that they had
no right to protection because they were not professionals. The California state court
ruled against Apple, saying that if it ruled in favor of the company, it would be putting
the first amendment in jeopardy. The bloggers had reported information of interest to the
public and had not done so for financial gain.12
Arguably the most valuable thing that has come out of participatory media is the
number of niches—general and particular—it serves. Besides intimately connecting
citizens with the news, participatory media can also empower marginalized groups,
sustain diasporic communities and create communities that revolve around the least
understood passions. In addition, comments made on YouTube or other similar sites can
be used to gauge social progress; responses to posted videos range from praise to
prurience to discrimination, and despite that only people so moved will comment, having
a log-in name to hide behind allows for freer posting and greater honesty. “The sheer
magnitude and diversity of the people is its strength,” Kovach and Rosenstiel said.13
Some make a distinction between participatory media and participatory
journalism, the latter being one of the many aspects of the former. Journalism’s definition
may be ambiguous, but it is the writer’s intent to tell things as truthfully as possible that
separates the reporter from the dilettante, and that intent is regardless of bias or
dimensions. Content is also an important part of what constitutes news, but that line is
becoming blurred with 24-hour news networks and the amount of entertainment infusing
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that news. In addition, the sheer range of participatory outlets, from music to technology
to law, mirror the arts and culture or business sections of many major newspapers. It can
be difficult to navigate the differences and may ultimately be a red herring because what
participatory forms have in common is that the advent of the Internet has allowed the
public to participate and engage in a way that other media have been incapable of
fostering. Letters to the editor may be printed, but they are chosen at the editorial board’s
discretion. As for televised programming, there is no public recourse. Yet on the Internet,
commenting on the same page as the original content can act as reinforcement for good
blogging.
Information is the most essential commodity that a society has to safeguard itself
against forces that would act selfishly. Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini outlawed
books, even burned them to bar public access. Oppressive regimes have been known to
steal hard drives from news outlets to monitor subversive activities. Officials have acted
as obstacles to news gathering.14 The advent of the internet has made it possible for every
person to become a contributor to a story, however this has also given some critics a
reason to fear.
After visiting the Googleplex, sociologist Cass Sunstein had much to write about,
culminating in the book Republic.com 2.0. One of Google’s latest ventures was what he
termed the “Daily Me,” pursued via Google News. “No one can read all the news that’s
published everyday, so why not set up your page to show you the stories that best
represent your interests?” Sunstein read from the description. “That’s Google’s question,
which Google takes to be a rhetorical question—why not? … Personalization or
customization, that is what Google is inviting.” Sunstein was mainly concerned with the
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ideological polarization that comes from being immersed in like-minded literature and
interacting with like-minded participants. His primary question was how will the
Internet—more specifically, “Daily Mes”—help or hinder democratic operation? His
research as a sociologist supported that grouping like-minded individuals together will
only edify and further their preconceived notions on certain issues.15 However, the same
points that Navasky made about the different dimensions in opinion and advocacy
journalism can also be applied to the Internet; with the blogosphere growing
exponentially, individuals feel they have something unique to offer. The sites found on
the Internet, the links and cross-references from blogs, responses and community
publishing sites may reinforce a position but also present a different angle to the issue at
hand. Sunstein feared that the Left and the Right might become more insular and extreme
instead of promoting the discourse critical to a true republic, but in doing so, he assumed
that all the various facets of the Left or the Right are already conversing with one another
when there might exist an equal lack of dialogue.
If a food shortage is on the horizon, a democratic government with a free press is
alert and terrified. It’s alert because the press makes it so, it’s terrified because
they’re going to lose their job unless they do something about it. We can take that
as a bit of a metaphor for the way that information traveling in a nation that has
shared experiences and common frames of reference can operate as a safeguard
against injustice, suffering and corruption, and it’s a long list. In a world of
niches, in which people are fixed to their only Daily Me … this function of
democratic processes is compromised because information won’t travel across the
competing echo chambers.16
Some who listened to Sunstein on the lecture circuit had questions about how the
multiple roles that each person plays and how their own experiences as ethnic, gender,
socioeconomic and other identities might compensate for the echo chambers of Daily
Mes. These intersecting identities could bring about sporadic interactions in which those
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who had not previously considered certain view points or topics were suddenly
confronted with them. Nearing the end of the question-and-answer session, Sunstein said,
[My] suggestion is that to the extent that [echo chambers] happen, it’s a problem
for democracy. When you talk about the multiple echo chambers, you could mean
one of two things. One possibility is that people very much like Senator Obama
and very much like the Chicago Bears and really like Star Wars and quite like
Heroes, the TV show. So those are the things they like, and their identity revolves
around those four. That wouldn’t be a correction to the problem I’m concerned
with; that would be more like the multiple identities where it’s all self-reinforcing.
On the other hand, if people are typically curious and are fans of Senator McCain
… and listening to others who disagree with him, then I wouldn’t worry at all.17
Although there are millions of self- or community publishing sites, the more
specific the interest becomes the smaller the audience of a particular participatory site
will be. If a site was devoted to liberal views grouped with sports fanaticism, sci-fi films
and a specific television show, and the presumption was that interaction with like-minded
individuals motivates action, the action from such a specific group would be trumped by
that of a more general-interest blogger base. Such a small minority would hardly be a
danger to democracy.
A revolutionary part of online communities, discussion boards and other forums
that allow exchange pertains particularly to those who are marginalized or
disenfranchised. Whereas the press has always determined who gets heard, when and
where, the Internet has made it possible to be heard all the time. In the case of minorities,
having access to these domains means that bureaucracies formed to act as ambassadors
no longer dominate the representation of their communities. Concerned about what a
certain group of people really thinks? A smart political move would be to visit one of the
hot blogs, and not just one, but several to understand the motifs of that particular
community. “A future president of the United States might be chosen not only on his or
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her merits, charisma, experience or voting record, but on the basis of how well he or she
blogs,” said Willis and Bowman.18
Despite the reverence that societies have for news, journalism publications have
also enjoyed the greatest circulation when the society it serves has been in turmoil or
upheaval, such as in times of civil unrest, revolutions and rebellions or lying presidents.
They are all blatant incidents in which the public feels its values challenged, yet at least
in the United States, only infotainment seems to thrive in times of relative peace.
Traditional journalism’s adversarial approach has become stale. While it may still report
the news, it no longer incites action from what should be an active democracy. Perhaps
part of the reason that mainstream reporters have had such a tough time accepting
participatory journalism’s legitimacy is because it engages the public in a way that
traditional journalism has been unable to accomplish in recent years: Participatory
journalism allows for more ownership in the news process, thus breeding civic
responsibility and community because of a personal investment that each participant has
made in the information.
What Carey touched upon as an unshakable belief that traditional journalism
appears to have in itself, Rosen examined as the “religion of the press.”
The apparent orthodoxy of forbidding all orthodoxies is a philosophical puzzle in
liberalism since John Locke. Journalists cannot be expected to solve it. However,
they might in some future professional climate (which may be around the corner)
come to examine the prevailing orthodoxy about journalism—how to do it, name
it, explain it, uphold it, and protect it—for that orthodoxy does exist. And it does
not always have adequate answers.19
Participatory and traditional journalism are symbiotic—the former depends on the
latter for information it needs to create and share editorialized versions of the news. The
latter depends on the former to engage with the news provided. Opinions, advocacy and
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alternative media have always been a legitimate part of journalism and its history, with
the most relevant aspects shining through during the appropriate decades. Since the
traditional model was implemented, other characteristics of journalism have been denied
their place and mainstream journalism’s influence has been steadily decreasing. The
arrival of participatory journalism is an opportunity for mainstream journalism to leave
the relative stagnation that has spilled over from the last half of the 20th century and
continue to fulfill its mission.
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CHAPTER VI:
INTEGRATIVE POSSIBILITIES
Democratic life is a form of conversation, and we must try to reconstitute our work stylistically,
attitudinally, philosophically. That requires us to return to the root, not romantic meaning of the
word community, which is “the common life.” We must return to the knowledge that the common
life is an intelligent life.
—James W. Carey1

The Baghdad Blogger might have felt uncomfortable terming his musings as
“news,” and journalists, academics and citizens might question whether Internet actors
are actually practicing journalism, but as Rosen pointed out, that discussion is moot and
passé. The fact stands: The Internet has allowed a level of participation not previously
available, and citizens armed with blogs, constituting sites such as Kuro5hin and
Wikipedia are doing a much more noticeable job eliciting public debate than traditional
journalism has for the last several decades. In contemplating the press’ approach to
journalism practice and how it parallels a reverence bordering on religion, he sums up
author Lee Bollinger’s book Images of a Free Press to illustrate what mainstream
journalism has come to mean.
He says there are two views of the press supported by different Supreme Court
decisions, but the images diverge. One pictures the modern state, aggressive and
powerful, with a free press trying to shine the light, pry open the records, ask the
tough questions. Here the journalist represents an absent public.
In a second, and more fugitive image, the action opens with modern citizens
struggling to be heard in the public arena. They need help, if they are going to
participate and gain active voice in their own affairs. Here the press often decides
who gets heard, and when. In debates, it asks the questions that get asked of the
candidates. What restrictions does it enforce? How difficult is it for minority
views to be heard? If the press in some ways “runs” public discussion, what’s to
prevent a free press from running it into the ground? (Italics added)2
Participatory media has opened up the door to a plethora of interests. It is no
longer about who can be heard, for anyone can. It is no longer about defending or
awakening a passive public, as participatory engagement has arguably positioned
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participatory media as the Fifth Estate with the potential to foster greater civic
engagement—the primary function of journalism.
“An audience that participates in the journalistic process is more demanding than
passive consumers of news,” said Bowman and Willis. “But they may also feel
empowered to make a difference. As a result, they feel as though they have a shared stake
in the end result.”3
The mainstream press is picking up on the democratic benefits of integrating
participatory outlets, and there are various levels of participation and plenty of
PressThinkers ready to offer suggestions.
In March 2003, a CNN reporter in Iraq was told to discontinue posting his own
observations on a personal blog while Time Magazine ordered a correspondent to stop
posting first-hand accounts of his experience in Kurdistan, also on a personal blog.
“Media companies must consider the role of reporters and editors are in flux,” said media
consultants Willis and Bowman. They exemplified these situations as opportunities for
reporters to connect to the audience, and that would in turn reflect positively on the media
company. “Your audience wants a closer relationship with the storytellers.”4
Bowman and Willis also pointed out that often times, members of the audience
just want to add a meaningful contribution to the story. Both the British Broadcasting
Corporation and Minnesota Public Radio picked up on this to their advantage. “We know
now that when major events occur, the public can offer us as much new information as
we are able to broadcast to them,” said Richard Sambrook, the director of BBC’s World
Service and Global News division.5 Following the 2005 bombings at King’s Crossing in
London’s subway system, the division’s four staffers were flooded with video footage
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shot from camera phones, photos from digital cameras and first-hand accounts—none of
which reporters had access to.
After the earthquake in Pakistan and India in October, the most vivid descriptions
of what happened and its effects came in e-mails and texts from the area. On page
after page of the BBC's News's [sic] Web site we carried the most compelling
eyewitness testimony. And as happened during previous disasters, our site was
used as a notice board for families trying to contact each other.6
The BBC and other such respected outlets command influence over a wide and
diverse audience. In some ways, these outlets have the potential to become neutral fora
that promote civic-hood; they could be the nodes of impartiality between strands of
disparate participatory outlets. However, although participants understand their interests
more intimately than editors mapping trends, there is no replacement for a good editor.
Steve Safran pointed out that although participatory media must be embraced, established
news outlets are still a brand. “One question that keeps popping up in conversations about
citizen journalism is, ‘We can't be expected to monitor every single post that comes in,
can we?’” Safran summarized. “The answer: ‘Yes.’ The contributions must be edited, just
as any good news organization would do with their own staffers' contributions.”7
In a similar vein, Professor Clyde Bentley of Missouri’s School of Journalism
created a journalism course out of participatory journalism, inviting his students to help
launch MyMissourian, a site that publishes stories written by the residents of their college
town. “Editors work closely with authors who ‘share’ information rather than 'cover'
stories. We edit for readability and civility, not A.P. style and newspaper tradition,”
Bentley said. “We know how to keep our reporters out of libel court, so this
responsibility doesn't change because our authors are not on the payroll.”8 MyMissourian
is only one of many community-publishing sites that support a specific local community.
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Other successful community-publishing domains have been Coastsider for the Half
Moon Bay area of California and iBrattleboro for residents of Brattleboro, Vermont.
Minnesota Public Radio implemented what they termed “Public Insight
Journalism,” which is reminiscent of public journalism. Director of MPR Michael Skoler
described it as a Rolodex of hard-to-find sources in which the “rallying cry to the public
has been ‘share what you know.’”9 One MPR reporter heard off-the-cuff about a dispute
between hunters and landowners over hunting areas. After sending out questionnaires
over PIJ to sources that had indicated an interest in hunting, the reporter was able to write
a detailed story. Soon following, news broke in Wisconsin about a man who had killed
six hunters over a dispute with racial overtones surrounding a deer post. In another
similar solicitation, MPR covered the bankruptcy of Minnesota-based Northwest
Airlines. They received 200 responses, constituting what could be viewed as open source
journalism.
For weeks, MPR analyst Melody Ng verified new sources, confirmed
information, and passed vetted leads to reporters, editors and talk show producers.
One source tipped us off to an FBI investigation into possible crew tampering—a
story we confirmed and broke. An FAA inspector offered us access to an online
database for tracking aircraft maintenance problems. Sources helped us track and
report on passenger service problems and provided leads for many stories.10
By following up on leads from their 200 participants, MPR was also breaking
down the hierarchy of sources. Mainstream journalism typically equivocates credibility
with job responsibility or title; the professor of ethnic studies is presumably better
informed than the Kosovan refugees themselves. The general in Washington, DC knows
the situation more intimately than ground troops or those about to be deployed. In
ground-up reporting, citizens become the collective expert and those interviewed run a
much wider gamut than academics and high-ranking officials in government and
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businesses.
In the case of the Independent Media Center of New York City, moderators have
stepped in to help shape the new definition of journalism while preserving some of its
classic characteristics. Indymedia has hundred of media centers worldwide, and each
determines its own mission and approach. NYC Indymedia has embraced open
publishing in which everyone can publish various media from articles to artwork to audio
clips on their website. “Indymedia relies on the people who post to present their
information in a thorough, honest, accurate manner, but has no control over what people
post,” the collective admits. “After an article has been posted, it can be hidden from the
Newswire by the NYC IMC editorial collective.” However, Indymedia is loathe to hide
posts, although it happens fairly often (these hidden posts can still be accessed beyond
the main page). Rather, its operators have elected to hold public workshops on how to
practice effective journalism “The bottom line is that articles have to be well-written,
accurate, fairly non-rhetorical, and convey radical ideas through quality writing and
research,” said John Tarleton of NYC Indymedia. Stuart Allan made his statement more
explicit: “There is always a danger, he points out, that good reporting will be discredited
by weaker efforts, so certain standards need to be maintained.”11
In one of the most notable moves in the industry, Gannett News Service, which
owns USA Today, announced in November 2006 that it would incorporate citizen
journalism into its newsgathering methods. After trying various experiments with smaller
papers, it has decided to overhaul most of its newsroom divisions like national, foreign
and sports coverage to seven new labels: public service, digital, data, community
conversation, local, custom content and multimedia. Much of what Gannett has dictated
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is still amorphous, as its 90 newspapers are adapting the system to their own readerships.
However, what is clear is that they are creating a database of non-news blogs and
community-publishing sites and also scouring these sites for leads.12
Rosen decided to give participants even more editorial power. After announcing
that the war between bloggers and journalists “is over,”13 Rosen made good on his words
and launched NewAssignment.com in 2006. Rosen is well-known for this declaration of
peace, and in a 2005 speech, he suggested the idea that online constituencies hire
reporters to pursue stories they are interested in hearing more about. These constituencies
would provide enough funding for a staff of journalists and resources to acquire
additional information not yet available on the Internet. The keyword is transparency. In
first toying with the idea, Rosen wrote, “In this sense it’s not like donating to your local
NPR station, because your local NPR station says, ‘thank you very much, our
professionals will take it from here.’ And they do that very well. New Assignment says:
here’s the story so far. We’ve collected a lot of good information. Add your knowledge
and make it better. Add money and make it happen. Work with us if you know things we
don’t.” Rather than redouble efforts reporting stories that already exist, participants
would assign stories not covered by traditional journalism. “New Assignment does stories
the regular news media doesn’t do, can’t do, wouldn’t do, or already screwed up.”
Rosen’s system truly gives the audience the power of assignment, a privilege typically
reserved for editors.14
There are clear indications of traditional journalism’s attempt to splice itself into
the younger, facebooking YouTube generation. Papers like The New York Times have a
link for “Share on Digg/Facebook/NewsVine/Permalink.” Facebook users can post the
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link to a particular story on their profile page, add comments and solicit the reactions of
their friends. News Vine allows readers to post full-length articles on the site and rank
their importance relative to the news of the day, making the community the final word for
“what makes the front page”15 rather than editors. News Vine users can also write
columns based on these stories and spark conversation within the community, and the site
tracks the number of comments made to a user’s column, posted articles and friends’
articles. Digg is similar to News Vine, but with a scientific and technological bent.
Permalink creates permanent addresses to house articles and blog entries that are no
longer recent, but are referenced in other blog entries. These old-timers would otherwise
experience “link rot,” when the content of a page no longer appears and enters the URL
graveyard because of changes in the site’s organization.
On Mar. 13, 2007, Viacom, which owns stations such as VH1, MTV and Comedy
Central, sued YouTube and its parent company, Google for $1 billion in damages and
copyright infringements. According to the group, YouTube had not done its job in
stripping away uploaded videos that infringed on copyright. These videos, usually
segments of popular television shows, movies or music videos, drew in large crowds that
in turn created high ad revenues for YouTube at the expense of entertainment
corporations. Although YouTube claimed to have blocked links that have infringed on
copyright as soon as they are notified, Viacom complained that YouTube users uploaded
the videos again immediately afterward. Other entertainment media companies are
eagerly watching the lawsuit unfold.16 Yet what Viacom does not seem to be getting is
that even though YouTube is earning a profit, users upload the same content after it has
been taken away precisely because they want control over what is broadcasted to them.
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One YouTube user foresaw copy infringement lawsuits against YouTube and thought
about it in a different light, “Either YouTube is going to have to shut down … or [it] is
going to completely change its format. I think that within ten years, give or take a few
years, YouTube isn’t going to have anything mainstream—no music videos, no
entertainment shows—only the entertainment shows that people own the copyright to,
which is usually not mainstream.” She proposed that YouTube charge for accounts,
which would reduce the riffraff of videos and comments that currently flood the site and
also encourage more creativity, but at the cost of usership.17 Her video essay was viewed
nearly 10,000 times, and her ideas about creativity are concurrent with Dan Gillmor’s.
Gillmor wrote We, the Media, which has a reputation as the Bible of participatory
journalism. In his conclusion, he disclosed why he opted to publish his book under the
Creative Commons license, which only affords 14 years of copyright protection—“the
term when America’s Founders first wrote a copyright law”—rather than the usual span
of an author’s lifetime plus 75 years. “… I believe in copyright and want to support it—
but in the right way,” Gillmor explained. “In the process of creation, we stand on the
shoulders of those who have gone before. Locking down heritage means locking out vital
innovation, and I don’t want to be one of the people who turns reasonable protections into
absolute control.”18
There is much to marvel about with the various media that technology has
provided, and the YouTube and facebooking generation know how to take advantage of
it. Late in the evening on Nov. 15, 2006, a student was leaving one of UCLA’s libraries
when he was stopped by police and asked to produce his student ID card. He had already
been asked repeatedly to leave and the police were called in to ensure his departure, but
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when the student resisted, he was tased. He was tased repeatedly after, even though he
told the officers he had a medical condition. The tail end of the conflict, during which the
student was tased several more times, was caught on several camera phones by other
UCLA denizens and then published on YouTube.19 It provided amateur footage that
camera crews from news networks were not on the scene to produce. “There is a very
small body of exact knowledge, which it requires no outstanding ability or training to
deal with,” Walter Lippmann said.20 The student’s behavior might have aggravated the
situation, but he is currently suing for police brutality with their newsreels to back him
up. Now that anyone around might be a citizen journalist armed with some sort of media
production tool, institutions such as law enforcement must become even more meticulous
in conduct.
On the other hand, Seth Hettena’s reporting might point out a general concern
about citizen-produced journalism. Hettena is a military reporter for the AP based in San
Diego. He followed a lead from a source about a certain Navy Seal camp, and upon
googling the location, was brought to the site Flickr, where there were several photos of
Navy seals mistreating Iraqi prisoners. After talking to editors, he contacted the person
who posted the photos, the wife of a navy seal, and was one of the first to break the story
about torture in Iraq. A frivolous lawsuit questioning Hettena’s fact-gathering methods
soon followed with the wife claiming that these were private photos. 21 Although Flickr is
a site that provides users with a place to share their photos, anything posted also becomes
part of an exhibit accessible to those outside of one’s personal network. Hettena’s story
was a nifty piece of reporting, but it also highlighted a more general concern: how the
Internet has made media once thought of as private into public property, and how
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anything can become news now that media production tools are in the majority’s
possession.
Media literacy education becomes very important if journalists and reporters
acknowledge an active public. Claim to objectivity and journalism’s relative innocence
lets the audience off the hook and allows for a dangerous amount of trust in the press
itself, a sort of herd thinking that leads to detachment. The logical assumption is that
media literacy education would flourish in universities, but of journalism schools, Dan
Gillmor said, “There is a gap in journalism education … It’s not that the better journalism
schools lack technology or don’t know how to use it, but rather they tend to serve such a
conservative and slow-moving industry.”22 The United States has not been particularly
active in pursuing media literacy education, likely due to the respect for objectivity that
many countries and much of Western Europe hold for fairness. Media literacy is an
affront to the idea of objectivity because media literacy’s existence implies objectivity’s
impossibility. However, media literacy education must be developed and promoted
within the United States as participatory media continue to burgeon. An active audience
requires an active understanding of the media landscape. Without it, citizens newly
inaugurated to the Net will not be able to distinguish between intentions, ethical standards
and methodology, and their relevance in the transformation from information into
knowledge.
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CHAPTER VII
CONCLUSION
Life is a conversation. When you enter it, it's already going on. You try to catch the drift of it. You
exit before it's over. That is the best single definition of human living I have ever encountered. We
are born and all these bloody adults are talking. We stand around saying, what the hell are they
talking about? And how can I get into the conversation? For years they say, shut up and eat your
peas! Then, finally, you catch the drift of it and at some point you say, “Oh my God! When I die
the conversation's going to be all over! It's going to end!” Then you realize people will pause for
one moment and say, “Goodbye!” But the argument won't stop.
—James W. Carey1

Journalism has enjoyed the most popularity during times of political and social
upheaval, when societies are on the brink of change or their values are being challenged.
It is at its most potent in situations that have some amount of anarchy, something that
mainstream media has forgotten in its complacency. Objectivity, credibility, trust, etc. are
all important, yet when a hierarchy is implied, it means that there are additional
guidelines at work, additional rules that have somehow burrowed their way into a field
that has always played it by ear.
Traditional journalism has attacked the credibility and integrity of online
participatory journalists with the same zeal and in the same manner that advocacy
journalism is still attacked. In order to circumvent knee-jerk resistance to future
movements, it is necessary to remember why traditional journalists opposed participatory
journalism. Journalists have perceived participatory journalism as a threat for a multitude
of reasons, including the future of the profession, job security, the role of journalists,
integrity in reporting, but perhaps the single greatest cause for concern stems from the
purpose of journalism itself. Kovach and Rosenstiel narrowed down journalism’s
existence to one purpose: provide a citizenry with the information it needs to be free and
self-governing.2 This is a two-pronged mission. Journalists must first provide their
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citizenry with information, but there must be some catalyst to turn that information into
proactive knowledge.
Although participatory media has been around in the form of public access
television, community radio and print publications, the new buzz surrounding
participatory media is a result of the advance in technology. The Internet has allowed
participants to engage in discourse in an intimate manner because they also become the
producers and editors of that information. Blogs and community publishing sites are
heavily trafficked intersections of public engagement, often cross-referencing one
another, linking to news stories and other original sources, and providing feedback space
for supporters and opposition. Prior to participatory media’s ubiquity, traditional
journalism was the predominant form of news media, rendering alternative—especially
advocacy—journalism as secondary. It cannot do the same to participatory journalism,
even though it has tried the same techniques. Technology has provided every participant
with a printing press and opened the door for rapid communication.
Open-source domains and sites such as YouTube have millions of users, and the
immediate reaction of television companies such as Viacom are to get in line to file
copyright lawsuits. However, the companies that get “it,” that understand part of the
audience’s infringing uploads to YouTube have to do with editorial choice, are moving
toward experimentation and creativity to the benefit of the industry and its viewers.
In a parallel, This American Life’s Ira Glass decided to focus a radio episode
about television after interviewing television producer JJ Abrams, “[Abrams] says the
same thing that a lot of people in TV say: That the Internet and video games are stealing
people away from television,” Glass prefaced. “The big networks, they are scrambling to
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keep their audiences and mostly losing more people every year, and dozens of cable
channels are also competing for viewers, which has led to this period of incredible
experimentation.”3 In a similar vein, YouTube denizens are also brainstorming the future
of their beloved domain. YouTube community member Zak George uploaded his own
video called, “We”Tube: The Future of YouTube. Technology has changed more in this
last century than in any preceding century, he said. Production equipment is easier to
acquire, and geographic boundaries no longer impede communication; what does it mean
for the future of YouTube? His video received at least 167 other video responses, more
than 757,000 views and nearly 4,500 comments when this project went to print.4
One of the biggest stumbling blocks is whether these bloggers, chat room
participants and community site users are actually practicing journalism, a term that is
only implicitly understood because it has no formal definition in the United States.
“Citizen journalists don't particularly aspire to be called ‘journalists,’” said Jan Schaffer
of J-Lab: The Institute for Interactive Journalism. “That's a label mainstream journalists
often apply when writing about this mutating media ecosystem.”5 There are countless
moments when the way that participants handle information mirrors journalism from the
front-page to the Op-Ed, and that is as close to a definite statement as can be made.
Trying to get any clearer is more of a red herring than a particularly useful categorization.
Thus, instead of drawing up a new binary-opposition between traditional journalism and
participatory media, partnerships could be formed, for neither has the ability to render the
other obsolete. There are myriad approaches, and some of the biggest names in traditional
journalism are beginning to move toward these partnerships—if not hybrids—from
MSNBC to BBC to Gannett News Service.
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Although the Internet has been key to cultivating an engaged culture that
continues to grow, other media will still exist. Magazines, television and radio are
different entry points to information for those who would rather flip through pages and
watch or listen to high definition quality rather than be bathed in the soft, undulating
glow of the computer screen. Magazines, and even newspapers, have a tactile component
in the quality of paper they use as well as an aesthete in layout for those who need a
visual lead-in. Some radio programs are not available as downloads from the Internet,
and although some grant free podcasts, certain episodes are archived and retrievable for a
small fee. The best radio stations, often independent, also introduce new music to their
listeners that automated recommendations from iTunes might not anticipate.
Kovach and Rosenstiel’s statement—Every generation creates its own
journalism6—has been an undercurrent in every chapter. Rosen pointed out that the press
had gotten into such a rut that it was not possible for them to find their own way out.
Carey pointed out that part of what fed this dilemma was the journalistic ethos of always
needing to be more knowledgeable; journalists had become part of Walter Lippman’s
technocratic class. Besides being an instrument to serve the citizenry, journalism is also a
conversation, and participatory media’s undertones of journalism were a response to the
hegemony of traditional journalism. Although awards such as the Pulitzer and PEN are
still handed out every year, traditional journalism’s approach has become stale. It no
longer incites the action it once did prior to WWI, at the height of the Vietnam War and
during the Watergate scandal.
Democracy relies on the synergy between information and action, but traditional
journalism’s hands-off approach stymied action. Participatory journalism is an
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indictment: Knowledge without action is useless. Participatory journalists were producing
knowledge, and the format of their online forums bred civic responsibility, personal
investment and action. The last several years’ conversation about the credibility and
integrity of bloggers, the methodology of open-source journalism and the validity of
peer-to-peer journalism are a reflection of the struggle mainstream journalists have had in
coming to terms with what participatory journalism means about a profession they
believe in and serve. Rather than dwell or resist the reality of mainstream media’s
shortcomings, journalists must realize that the current scene is a conversation, and this is
an opportunity for innovation.
“It is the contrast between the constant change and innovation of the modern
world and the attempt to structure at least some parts of social life within it as unchanging
and invariant, that makes the ‘invention of tradition’ so interesting for historians of the
past two centuries,” said British Historian Eric Hobsbawm. He describes the difference
between tradition and custom with the analogy that “‘custom’ is what judges do;
‘tradition’ is the wig, robe and other formal paraphernalia and ritualized practices
surrounding their substantial action.”7 Traditional journalism is accustomed to asking
questions for the public and disseminating information to the public, but not including the
public in the process. In addition, traditional concerns have wormed their way into the
newsroom, and the competing values of profit-making and aiding a democracy act as
each other’s stumbling blocks. Hobsbawm’s definition of “tradition” renders traditional
journalism as a misnomer, for it is a particular custom in a genre that has become
calcified. “The decline of ‘custom’ inevitably changes the ‘tradition with which it is
habitually intertwined,” Hobsbawm said.8 Is journalism a custom or a tradition?
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The uncertainty of the landscape might deter those considering journalism as a
full-time profession and the industry might experience a downsizing as it realizes which
departments are superfluous, but it may be to the benefit of reporters and the public.
Corporate ownership of media will not disappear anytime soon, but newsrooms would be
more responsive if the bureaucratic implements of traditional journalism were melted
down. The genre of traditional journalism needs to undergo reduction in order to regain
the flexibility and responsive audience it once enjoyed. The public has given one possible
way out of the rut, and traditional journalism is well-advised by many to explore it.
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