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reporting and commentary, jumped in with both feet: “Not 

that I’m happy about this, but I’ll say it. Newspapers don’t 

matter. Otherwise people would be reading them.”7 Less 

cavalierly, a journalist writing in USA Today (one of the 

endangered papers) speculated recently that “[s]ometime 

soon, millions of people may find themselves unwittingly 

involved in a test that could profoundly change their 

daily routines, local economies and civic lives. They’ll 

have to figure out how to keep up with City Hall, their 

neighborhoods and their kids’ schools—as well as store 

openings, new products and sales—without a 170-year-old 

staple of daily life: a local newspaper.”8

Does it matter? No less a grand thinker than Thomas 

Jefferson said, “The basis of our governments being the 

opinion of the people, the very first object should be to 

keep that right; and were it left to me to decide whether 

we should have a government without newspapers 

or newspapers without a government, I should not 

hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”9 Are newspapers 

that fundamental? Can a democratic world survive 

without newsprint? Just what is at stake in the declining 

importance of the American newspaper? 

It’s hard to imagine anyone today voting for a presi-
dential candidate without checking out the candi-
date’s web site or Facebook page, seeing him or her 

give a speech on streaming video, or watching a fundraising 
pitch on YouTube. But most of those who voted for George 
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that agree with them—sources that 
reinforce and exaggerate their political 
predispositions.

And the whole system is based on 
a kind of intellectual theft. Internet 
aggregators (who link to news they don’t 
produce) and bloggers would have little 
to collect or comment upon without the 
costly enterprise of newsgathering and 
investigative reporting. The old-media 
dinosaurs remain the basis for the entire 
media food chain. But newspapers are 
expected to provide their content free 
on the Internet. A recent poll found 
that 80 percent of Americans refuse 
to pay for Internet content. There is 
no economic model that will allow 
newspapers to keep producing content 
they don’t charge for, while Internet 
sites repackage and sell content they 
don’t pay to produce.

I dislike media bias as much as the 
next conservative. But I don’t believe 
that journalistic objectivity is a fraud. 
I was a journalist for a time, at a once-
great, now-diminished newsmagazine. 
I’ve seen good men and women work 
according to a set of professional 
standards I respect—standards 
that serve the public. Professional 
journalism is not like the buggy-
whip industry, outdated by economic 
progress, to be mourned but not missed. 
This profession has a social value that 
is currently not reflected in its market 
value.

What is to be done? A lot of good people 
are working on it. But if you currently 
have newsprint on your hands, thank 
you.

Consider the source and the audience: Michael Gerson, as he indicates 
in his column, is a conservative. A former speechwriter and adviser to 
President George W. Bush (as well as other Republicans), he now writes a 
syndicated column that appears, among other places, in the widely read 
Washington Post. How might this background affect his views of the media 
and journalism?

Lay out the argument, the values, and the assumptions: Gerson is 
nostalgic in this column for the profession of journalism. How does he 
define that? What does he mean by the “democratization” of the media? 
What damage does he think it has done? In what way is it based on 
“intellectual theft”?

Uncover the evidence: Does Gerson offer any evidence for his view in this 
column? Does the fact that most of his audience probably watches TV, 
reads some news, and participates in social media mean that he doesn’t 
need to do more than to refer to their shared culture?

Evaluate the conclusion: Gerson, like many others, concludes that objective 
news gathering as an honorable profession is getting lost in the scrum of 
sloppy and parasitic cable TV shows, blogs, and tweets. Is he right? Can the 
profession of journalism endure in that environment?

Sort out the political significance: If Gerson is right, what is to be done? Is 
there a business model that will keep journalism alive while allowing the 
myriad voices that have been generated in the modern media to thrive? If 
it is in all of our interests to have people doing good, solid reporting on the 
events of the day, how is it to be paid for?
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