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It would be negligent to the point of criminal to write a chapter on the press and politics without highlighting the contribu-

tion of Stephen Colbert. Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) was also kind of important.

Thomas Jefferson was so passionate about the essential nature of a free press in a democratic society that he said, 

“Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a govern-

ment, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”a His logic was quite simple: “The force of public opinion cannot 

be resisted when permitted freely to be expressed.”b His passionate support for freedom of the press and freedom of 

expression is evident in the sheer volume of quotes attributed to him on the subject, but he also believed that these free-

doms should be limited to the expression of truth. He made several statements that clearly show his opinion that libel, 

slander, and other damaging falsehoods should not be protected as free speech.

Also, if you look through the larger pattern of his statements on the subject, it becomes clear that Jefferson viewed the 

freedom of the press as more functional than ideological. The unhindered press is meant to serve certain social and 

political functions, such as exposing truths that selfish politicians might wish to keep secret, informing citizens, allowing 

discontent to be expressed, and enabling political debate. Someone searching for a more philosophical or artistic idea of 

the freedom of expression, as it might apply to fiction, literature, and free Internet pornography for all, won’t find much 

from Jefferson on the subject.

a Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Edward Carrington, 1787.

b Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Lafayette, 1823.
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Conflict Makes the World Go ’Round

The first intergalactic law of the soap opera is that everybody is always fighting over pretty 
much everything. Wealth, power, love, sex, good, evil, the secret decoder ring at the bot-
tom of the Cap’n Crunch cereal box . . . it doesn’t really matter what the entire make-
believe town is fighting over; it is always on the verge of Microsoft World War 3.7 beta. The 
wealthy bad guy, the nasty and aggressive woman, the confused young girl, the noble 
young man, the crazy lady who walks around with a puppet that comes to life when no one 
is looking, the aerobics-addicted housewife, the twenty-two-year-old brain surgeon, mix 
and match . . . there is always a web of conflict and it is a constant war in which everyone 
eventually ends up fighting with everyone else at one time or another. The conflicts in soap 
operas, like everything else in the soaps, are ridiculously overdone, but they are only an 
exaggeration of the most basic element of the dramatic story structure.

The very premise of the dramatic story structure is action and change driven by conflict. 
Antagonist and protagonist are locked in a death struggle that must be resolved. Thus, war 
is a better news story than peace, conflict on the campaign trail is sexier than candidates’ 




