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ABSTRACT

Public journalism became an official movement in the United States in 1993. Its
advocates hail the movement, which aims to facilitate social change, as a practical way
of helping to restore the ideal of participatory democracy; detractors counter that public
journalism smacks of a brand of activism that weakens the Fourth Estate’s credibility.
Nevertheless, the movement has taken hold in dozens of mid-sized cities in the United
States and shows few signs of waning. Emerging research credits public journalism with,
among other things, restoring citizens’ faith in the institutions — including the news media
— that they used to distrust.

It is for this reason that the CBC, which is yet again in search of a way to make
itself more distinct from the private broadcasters, should take a serious look at what the
movement has to offer. Public journalism may help Canada’s public broadcaster infuse

new meaning into a mandate that, in part, calls on it to enlighten and inform.
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INTRODUCTION

The ideal public sphere of a liberal democracy is...a field of speech through

which informed citizens engage, debate, and reach consensus. In this ideal form

of polity, the journalist serves as arbiter in an exchange of information that
produces an enlightened and decisive citizenry.
- A Companion to American Thought'

The above concept of the public sphere underlies the traditional raison d’étre for
the Fourth Estate. The concept of a public sphere as a liberal democracy regards the
journalist as the arbiter of a space that is conducive for citizens to gather and discuss
ideas deliberatively. Yet polls reveal that citizens have shied away from the kind of
discussion that should take place in this ideal public sphere. In part, this is because they
have not been given enough opportunities. People have become less interested in
deliberating about issues that affect their everyday lives, even though they have access to
an unprecedented amount of information upon which they can base key decisions.

Indeed, people are apparently telling pollsters that they lack the kind of information
necessary for meaningful participation in the public sphere. At the same time, however,
they are also saying that, given the opportunity for such participation, they would become
more involved. For example, an Ekos Research poll found that 46 per cent of Canadian

aduits want to be actively engaged in government planning, while only 33 per cent were

satisfied with the more traditional consultative role.



The majority of people told the pollsters that they felt it important that federal and
provincial politicians take an active role in discussions about important issues such as the
delivery of government services. It was clear from the answers that people believed it
was important to be given a chance to deliberate and they were troubled by their inability
to take part in meaningful discussions. This inability led the pollsters to arrive at a
paradoxical conclusion: that the more disenfranchised citizens felt, the more they craved
to be involved in discussions that governments would take seriously.

Yet news-gathering organizations are more likely to assume, as Walter Lippmann
did, that the public has no interest or inclination towards getting involved in meaningful
debates or decision-making. Citizens are displaying their frustration, not by complaining
to media outlets and demanding better service, but by tuning out. In a sense, they have
become the silent majority whose views are seldom reflected in the Fourth Estate’s
account of daily events. In Yesterday’s News, Ryerson journalism professor John Miller
reflected on this state of affairs:

In my eighteen years as one of the top editors of the Toronto Star, I directed

coverage of such events as Watergate and the Vietnam War. I loved the daily rush

of covering world-shaking events. I felt what I was doing was vital to society. It
was only when I left to run the journalism program at Ryerson, in 1986, that the
doubts began to set in. I became just another reader, albeit a very informed one.

And I began to notice that there was something missing. Newspapers were not

delivering what I needed, and every indicator said that they were not delivering

what most Canadians needed. Years of success had made them arrogant, they had
fallen out of touch with concerns of their readers and they had let themselves be

hopelessly bound by traditional ways of identifying and writing the news. *

Although Miller does not go into much detail about what information people need
and how it should be delivered, he does spend a good deal of his book recounting his

experiences working for a small-town newspaper in Shawville, Quebec. There he was

able to reconnect with citizens by telling stories that reflected their concerns. Miller’s



observations typify what many journalists and critics have said about the media’s general
failure to inform people in such a way as to empower and enfranchise them.

In Power & Betrayal in the Canadian Media, for example, David Taras writes that
a “healthy democracy depends on open lines of communication and fundamental respect
for the views of citizens. Anything less can lead to dangerous distortions and disfiguring
of the democratic process.” * Taras argues that distortion can be seen on television news
and current affairs where entertainment and crime stories have supplanted serious
deliberation about matters such as politics.

Many American scholars and journalists have reached similar conclusions, albeit
for different reasons. In Good News, Bad News, Jeremy Iggers describes how the
democratic process is allowed to be distorted. He then explores the questions that
inevitably surface when citizens tell journalists they are not interested in what the Fourth
Estate has to say. Iggers argues that this cynicism is rooted in the profound contradiction
between the stated mission of the Fourth Estate, to provide citizens with the information
they need to play an active role in democratic life, and the reality of daily practice, which
systematically sacrifices the values of public service.

The loss of connection and trust between the public and the news media is costly

to both citizens and joumnalists. For citizens, the news media are an important

gateway connecting them to their government, their communities, and each other.

Journalists need the public even more than the public needs journalism.

The time has come to initiate a dialogue about the connection between journalism
and the public sphere because a citizenry that perceives no need to deliberate and

harbours an unhealthy and dismissive attitude towards institutions has little use for the

news media. Some critics such as American pollster Daniel Yankelovich, contend that



this disconnection between the public sphere and journalism is troubling because of the
influence journalists can have on citizens.

In an era of information overload, it is the media’s judgment of just how important

an issue is that makes the critical difference to how seriously average Americans

will take it and what action they will be willing to support -- especially if the

action involves inconvenience, discomfort or pain in the pocketbook. ¢

Though the degree to which the media shape public attitudes has been questioned
over the years, there is considerable evidence to support Yankelovich’s thesis about
citizens taking their cues from what they read, hear and watch. Scholars such as Jeremy
Iggers, argue that the media's characterization of public life, especially the activities of
institutions such as governments, has forced people to withdraw from the public sphere.
Stories dominated by conflict do little to inspire people to find solutions to their
problems. However, there is some evidence that people might be willing to tune back in
if stories were presented in a different context. In a study conducted by Ekos Research,
people claimed that they would become involved in public deliberation under the right
conditions. That is, conditions in which they were guaranteed involvement in give-and-
take discussion with fellow citizens, experts -- and even politicians -- that would lead to
solutions.

Yankelovich has advanced the same argument in Coming to Public Judgment.
Other scholars have added to the discussion by pondering ways to re-energize public life.
In the late 1980s, philosophers, journalists, scholars and some publishers began reflecting
on the connection between the public sphere and the news media. In 1993 that thinking

crystallized into a movement called "public" journalism, so named because its defenders

hail it as a modus operandi that media outlets must adopt if they are to re-engage a public



that is increasingly turning away from serious journalism and towards entertainment and
infotainment.

Public journalism defies easy description. Its major proponents, such as
communication scholar, Jay Rosen, and Wichita Eagle retired editor, Davis “Buzz”
Meritt, describe it in part as an ongoing experiment that attempts to turn people into
caring citizens determined to become more active in finding solutions to some of the
problems they face, and determined to make the institutions that govern their lives and
their communities work. To accomplish this goal public journalists are encouraged to
take a more activist stance as facilitators of social change. Such activism goes beyond the
more traditional definition of journalism which regards the reporter as an objective
chronicler of public events who leaves it up to citizens to decide what they’ll do with the
information they have been given. Merritt and Rosen argue that public journalists must
consider themselves activists, not as advocates of a certain opinion or point of view, but
as proponents of effective deliberation to empower people to solve problems they share
in common and that need urgent attention. This brand of activism has exposed Rosen,
Merritt and their many supporters to harsh criticism from journalists who argue that
activism crosses an ethical line into the very partisanship they left behind before the days
of the penny press.

The two men call their brand of journalism a movement, which is literally defined
“as a series of activities working towards an objective.” ’ For the two advocates, the
activities in the definition could be the experiments that media outlets — including
Merritt’s Wichita Eagle — continue to initiate, and the objective is likely the fostering of a

vibrant public sphere.



Discussion of the movement has been tumultuous. An editor of a book that
assesses public journalism says that in the thirty years he has been in the business as a
journalist, scholar and author, he has never seen an issue as divisive, bitter and
controversial. ® Controversial though it may be, public journalism is characterized, in the
words of one prominent American communication historian, as “the best organized social
movement inside journalism in the history of the American press.” °

The debate is also significant because the proponents of public journalism are
among the few who are responding to a problem, that even traditionalists acknowledge
exists, by experimenting with different forms of coverage. The results have been mixed.
Nevertheless, these experiments prompted Jay Rosen to write the provocatively titled:
What are Journalists For? The book was published in 1999. In defending public
journalism, Rosen insists that it is far from being a panacea. Rather it is a good idea that
is worth exploring at a time when few people have come up with anything better than
defending the status quo.

This debate over public journalism has important implications for the Fourth
Estate. Rosen and his supporters argue that if people drift farther away from key
institutions by refusing to vote in greater numbers, refusing to volunteer their time, and
regarding their politicians and other opinion leaders in a cynical light, democracy itself
becomes even more dysfunctional. In the process, the news media become increasingly
marginalized as untrustworthy and useless institutions. The result could be even fewer
people consuming news from the broadcast and print media outlets. But there is more to
their argument than mere self-preservation. Rosen suggests that as an institution, the

Fourth Estate has a duty to uphold and promote the ideals that make a participatory



democracy possible. Citing intellectuals such as American philosopher John Dewey,
Rosen reasons that journalists can no longer assume that there is a public sphere out there
waiting to receive information and act upon it. If this is the case, he continues, then it is
up to the Fourth Estate to act in three distinct ways: establish the conditions to facilitate
the creation of the public sphere; actively help citizens make sense of the information
they are given; and help them use that information to find solutions to problems that the
community or institution is facing. This brand of activism makes public journalism
distinct from more traditional forms of journalism. And that distinction has been the
subject of bitter debate in the United States between supporters of the movement and
many elite journalists at publications such as the Washington Post and the New York
Times.

Thus far, that debate has been largely uninformed with critics erecting straw men
to tear down and advocates struggling to convert their admittedly vague theories into
practice. In the last few years, some scholars have intensified their efforts to assess the
movement’s success and called for more research that would allow public journalists to,
at the very least, come up with a definition. In his introduction to Assessing Public
Journalism, Edmund Lambeth writes:

This book brings together a number of different research projects and reflective

essays that assess public journalism. They aim to lower the decibel count,

modulate the rhetoric, refine and advance the dialogue, and stimulate research.

Given the history of public journalism, these goals may seem overly ambitious.'°

The goal of this thesis is to assess whether public journalism is feasible for
Canadian media outlets, particularly the CBC. For instance, in order for journalists in

Canada to embrace the movement, they must adopt the public journalist’s notion of a

public sphere. “The problem is how to do that?” says Carol Reese Dykers, a



communications professor at Department of Sociology & Communication at Salem
College based in North Carolina. “The cuiture of journalism is so steeped in the
‘outsider’ approach as opposed to covering people participating in public life. The
problem is how to raise journalists' awareness of this as news.”"!

In the first chapter, I will attempt to put public journalism into context by
explaining what it is and chronicling its evolution. Chapter two will feature three case
studies of public journalism in action, followed by a general analysis of the movement
and a specific critique. Chapter three will seek to deepen the understanding even further
by critiquing and discussing the philosophy that influences Jay Rosen, Davis Merritt and
other proponents. Chapter four shifts the discussion north of the border by looking at the
Canadian experience with public journalism with a particular emphasis on two projects,
the National Film Board’s “Challenge for Change” and the CBC’s “Eyes on Alberta.”
And finally chapter five tackles whether the CBC would find it feasible to adopt the

movement as its own.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Origins of Public Journalism as a Movement that
Facilitates Social Action

In general, some high-profile public journalists argue that what differentiates them
from their traditionalist colleagues is their notion of the public sphere, the space in which
citizens deliberate, and the role the Fourth Estate plays in that space. These public journalists
who take their movement to its most extreme and innovative form assume the responsibility
for creating a public sphere if none exists; then motivate citizens to not merely discuss issues,
but use that deliberation to find solutions to their problems. In fulfilling these two functions of
creator and motivator, the public journalist transcends the traditional model of journalist as
mere disseminator of information to a2 more activist role: facilitator of social change.
Facilitation is accomplished by encouraging — and in some cases demanding -- deliberation,
not taking sides by advocating one solution over another.

Finding a solution is the public journalist’s ideal, just as forcing a government to
change or a corrupt official to resign may be the ideal of the investigative journalist. A
prosecutorial exposé that fails to hit the mark is still an example of investigative journalism;
and a project that fails to help citizens is still an example of public journalism. The point to
be made here is that different kinds of journalism are defined by the ideals they embrace but
seldom achieve. Such is the case for public journalists who seek an innovative role for the
Fourth Estate and advocate a more vigorous role for citizens in the public sphere. The
facilitation of social action begins in earnest once citizens are allowed to coalesce around an
issue, learn about its urgency and look for solutions. As we shall see in subsequent chapters

such an ideal is best attained at the community level, not during large events such as elections.
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Public journalism is a product of its times, just as other forms of journalism have been
reactions to historical circumstances. To help situate public journalism, let us briefly examine
how it differs from investigative and adversarial journalism.

Investigative became de rigeur in the 1960s when a number of news organizations such

as the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune and the Boston Globe began spending money

on investigative journalism, in large part because the Johnson administration had continually
lied to the American people and the press about that country’s role in the Vietnam War. '
Reporters who followed federal politics were unwilling to take what politicians had to say at
face value. Watergate seemed to provide further concrete proof that politicians were
motivated by factors such as greed and power — not the public good. Hungry to uncover the
next scandal, investigative journalism, which in many ways resembled the muckraking
tradition at the turn of the 20™ century, became a new weapon media outlets tried to use to
enhance government accountability. In his examination of investigative journalism’s
evolution, James Aucoin concludes that by 1975, “investigative journalism had evolved into a
mature, viable practice that was part of, but distinct from, conventional journalism.
Throughout the 1960s and early 70s, the practice of investigative journalism developed
technical skills for investigating public issues and established clear standards of excellence.”
Against this backdrop came the establishment of an organization called Investigative
Reporters and Editors. The goal of the [.R.E. was to provide logistical and educational support
for investigative journalists looking to sustain the practice within their newsrooms and
improve their techniques. The L.R.E. also attempted to craft a definition for investigative
journalism, but not before surveying journalists. “Slightly more than 89 per cent of the

respondents agreed with the IRE definition that investigative journalism is in-depth reporting
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that discloses something significant that someone wants to keep secret, and is largely the
reporter’s own work.” In 1996, the definition was reworked to take “the practice into a more
pro-active role, uncovering systemic failures and misguided policies.”

According to Michael Schudson, the adversarial journalism that arose during the 1960s
was another response to the distrust society had of governments and politicians. Where
investigative journalists may have been out to unearth corruption, adversarial journalists
questioned the very nature of government itself. “For the press, which had long pictured itself
as a loyal opposition to government, the stress on ‘loyal’ was muted, while emphasis on
opposition was fueled by, and in turn helped, feed the critical culture arising in the
government itself.”® Schudson points out that the rebellion of reporters, young and old, was a
manifestation of a social and cultural movement. The hostility towards authority meant that
some reporters, especially at publications outside the mainstream such as the Rolling Stone
magazine, were out to expose and challenge not only the corrupt official or politician, but also
the very philosophical foundations upon which good government apparently rested.

Although public journalists regard themselves as agents of change, they do not fall
entirely in the investigative or adversarial camps. While some initiatives may contain
elements investigation and the adversarial spirit, public journalism does not target government
or power structures per se. The movement looks for ways to help people restore faith in their
institutions, and tries to work with citizens to make those institutions more responsive to
societal concerns. In attempting to achieve this goal, public journalists are more likely include
public officials in their coverage as participants who also posses answers to longstanding

problems that may be plaguing the community.
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Public journalism developed in the 1980s and 1990s, a stretch of time when the
movement’s advocates worried that citizens seemed to be increasingly disengaged from the
institutions that governed their lives. Advocates such as Jay Rosen, considered by most
observers to be the movement’s founding father, felt that it was time for journalists to help
revive democracy by turning readers, viewers and listeners into more active citizens. In June
1994, several months after public journalism became an official movement, Jay Rosen
delivered a speech at an event organized by the American Press Institute. At the time, the
journalism professor at New York University headed up a new organization called the Project
on Public Life and the Press. More than 171 newspapers were working with the project, which
had recently received a half a million dollar grant from the Knight Foundation. Rosen spelled
out his general notion of the journalist as facilitator of social change, all the while insisting
that the public journalism movement was a work in progress and subject to a lot of
experimenting. “The most important thing that one could say about public journalism I will
say right now: we’re still inventing it. And because we’re still inventing it, we don’t really
know what it is.” ¢

However, as William Woo, former editor of the St Louis Post Dispatch and a frequent
critic of public journalism, points out in his assessment, Rosen had “more than just a “vague
notion” of what public journalism “might or ought to be.” ’ Indeed, Rosen had been writing,
lecturing and thinking about public journalism for many years. And the impetus for his

thinking about public journalism came from an academic debate that occurred in the 1920s.
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The Philosophical Origins of the Idea

Rosen suggests that the seeds of the public journalism debate were planted in 1920s
when two high-profile American thinkers advanced their conflicting theories about the nature
of the public, the decision-making powers of citizens, and the role of government and the
media. In essence, it was a debate about the celebration of human reason that had taken shape
in eighteenth-century Europe and America. Enlightenment philosophers had argued that
humans were rational beings capable of making up their own minds about the complex issues
of the day. But World War 1 had soured Walter Lippman on the Enlightenment ideal.
Lippmann, a journalist, social philosopher, and co-founder of the New Republic, had become
disillusioned with the propagandistic tactics the federal government had adopted during the
war. Such disgust caused Lippmann to, among other things, conclude that citizens lacked the
information they required to make decisions about issues that affected their lives. He argued
that the world was too complex an environment for people to understand and governments
had become too adept at shaping reality to suit their shortsighted and partisan means. In 1922,
he expressed many of these views in Public Opinion in which he wrote: “The common
interest very largely eludes public opinion entirely and can only be managed by a specialized
class.” ® Three years later, in The Phantom Public, he took the argument one step further by
dismissing the public as a phantom and the opinions of citizens as irrational forces. “With the
substance of the problem it can do nothing but meddle ignorantly or tyrannically,” he
concluded. ? And, as the title of the book suggests, Lippmann also felt that there was no such
thing as a public.

John Dewey, described as the most significant American philosopher of the first half

of the twentieth century, took issue with Lippmann’s dour assessment. Dewey called Public
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Opinion an indictment of contemporary democracy in which citizens should be able to use
reasoned discussion to navigate their way through complex issues. In The Public and Its

Problems, which Dewy wrote in 1927, he argued that the public was merely unformed, or

“inchoate,” and would emerge only if politics, communities, schools, culture, education and
the press did their jobs well. Such an environment would allow people to have a greater say in
the way they were governed. And by taking part in such a deliberative process citizens would
be more knowledgeable and therefore less vulnerable to the manipulations of bureaucrats and
governments. '°

Back and forth this argument went... What could we reasonably expect of

citizens? Yes/no decisions at election time or participation in a fuller and richer

public life? Was the public an illusion, an impossibility, or was it merely inchoate,

unformed? If we want democracy to improve, should we focus on government

and its decisions, as Lippmann did, or should we emphasize the civic climate in

which people became a public, as Dewey did. These, it seemed were fundamental

questions. ’I’hey determined your approach to everything, including your approach

to journalism.'

For Rosen, Lippmann and Dewey had differing visions for the press: the former
reasoned that experts in government were the ones who knew best and therefore it was up to
them to pass information on the citizens. The news media became the vehicle for that
information; and the citizens were the uncaring and passive recipients. Lippmann’s analysis
went against the Englightment model, which assumed citizens were part of a ready-made
public sphere that received the information, then discussed and acted upon it. Dewey
disagreed, arguing that the public was inchoate, for some of the very reasons that Lippmann
had spelled out. However, Dewey, without specifying how, felt that institutions such as the
media had the ability to create the public, and it was the government’s duty to act upon the

demands that people formed during their deliberations. Rosen and other public journalism

advocates took Dewey one step further by prescribing a more vigorous role for citizens who
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would not only deliberate, but actively seek solutions to which governments and institutions

would be beholden.

By embracing Dewey, Rosen was rejecting Lippmann’s argument that citizens only
existed to be spoon-fed information. Nevertheless, Rosen argues that the latter’s point of view
prevailed during the 20™ century.

One reason is the rise of opinion polling, which began in the 1930s. The polls

give us the illusion that there’s a fully formed public on virtually every question.

Commission a poll and ‘public opinion’ springs magically to life. When polling

became standard practice in journalism, the questions raised by Lippmann and

Dewey seemed to fade away. At the same time the commercial thrust of the news

media suppressed the debate about the nature of ‘the public.’ Clearly there were

readers and viewers on the other end of the news: didn’t they constitute a public?

Why worry about it, as long as you're selling papers. '2

Rosen also argued that the doctrine of objectivity also had a role to play in silencing
Dewey because objectivity is more about informing the public, than forming it. “That
question faded from view when objectivity became the professional stance of the journalist.'?

However, objectivity was not always a comfortable fit for journalists and, according to
some media critics, proved to be inadequate in dealing with serious events including
McCarthyism, the Vietnam War and Watergate. In his book, Sustaining Democracy, Robert

Hackett argues that objectivity has survived because journalists have been unable to devise a

better alternative.
Despite its continued efforts to legitimize itself through its claims of objectivity,
the news system itself is at a crossroads. Like Leninism before the Soviet Union’s
implosion, the ideology of objectivity is beginning to resemble a walking corpse,
kept in motion only by the interests vested in it and the absence of a stronger
alternative. More and more, thoughtful journalists themselves are raising
fundamental questions about the public philosophy and the future of their craft. **

Rosen and some of his closest followers suggest that objectivity underwent the most

intense scrutiny in the 1980s and 1990s. Simply informing the public did not seem to be
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working because people were tuning out and, in the process, becoming disengaged from
institutions such as governments — and the Fourth Estate. Democracy was at stake, decried
the public journalists, and it was the job of the news media to help set things right by
imploring a two-step process: following Dewey’s suggestions about creating the environment
for deliberation to occur; then pushing the boundary even further than Dewey would have
imagined by encouraging citizens to find solutions. These solutions could either help people
solve problems themselves, or be presented to governments and their bureaucrats before they
made crucial decisions about important issues of the day.
Well in theory if you had an active and engaged community that was successfully
producing the conditions for a democratic debate, then the press could in fact could
serve as an adjunct to that debate as an information source. What drove public
journalism was the perception that that wasn’t occurring and so it’s a pragmatic
judgment made about particular circumstances. '°

With that assessment, the way was paved for the introduction of public journalism and

the vociferous debate that it precipitated.

The Evolution of the Practice

The debate began with what Rosen considers to be the first public journalism
experiment conducted in 1988 by a newspaper most people had never heard of. Columbus,
Georgia, is a small city about 100 miles southwest of Atlanta that failed to benefit from the
economic boom that had swept through much of the South in the 1970s and 1980s. Columbus
had depended on the textile industry and a nearby military base for its economic sustenance.
The economic base was shifting to more service-oriented companies, and yet the schools

seemed unable to provide an educated workforce needed to serve this higher-waged economy.



18

That was no surprise because nearly 40 per cent of the residents were functionally illiterate,
the school system was segregated, and ignorance and poverty prevailed.

Still, there were other problems. The middle-income wage earners lacked access
to amenities and civic improvements and the political system was slow to adjust to a
changing demographic which witnessed blacks form the majority in the city schools and
constitute a third of registered voters. There were also questions about the ability of the
community’s civic, political and business leaders to meet the needs of blacks and whites.

Jack Swift and the other editors at the daily newspaper, the Ledger-Inquirer, felt
there was a need to find answers. They planned a series of articles that looked at the
future of the city and the issues it needed to address. The paper used traditional methods
to get the story out. It surveyed local residents about their ties to the community and their
vision for the future. A team of reporters conducted in-depth interviews with residents in
their homes while other correspondents talked to experts and key figures within the city.
The research from this initiative formed the basis of an eight-part series called
“Columbus: Beyond 2000,” which was published in the spring of 1988. In the stories,
people said that they liked the community and wanted to stay. However, the pieces
warned of difficulties such as transportation bottlenecks, low wages, lack of nightlife, bad
schools, and a perception that the local elite had created a fiefdom from which they were
operating.

The lack of response to the series puzzled Swift and some of his colleagues
because people seemed so worried about the community during the interviews with the
reporters. As a result, the paper decided to initiate a soul-searching exercise that would

force people to find solutions to the problems about which they had expressed concems.
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The Ledger-Enquirer organized a public meeting at which 300 people attended and talked
for six hours. Many of the participants said they had never taken part in public life before.
Then Swift organized a barbecue at his home for 75 interested citizens. Out of that
gathering emerged a new organization called United Beyond 2000. A task force was also
formed.

According to the senior reporter on the project, Billy Winn, the community-based
task force threatened to disband if Swift did not get involved. This left him with a moral
dilemma. The choice, said Winn, seemed to be “lead or abandon Beyond 2000. We
decided to lead.” ¢

As a result, Swift became a leading member of the group’s 13-member steering
committee. He and the other participants saw their role as catalysts for discussions about
important issues facing residents such as race relations, the lack of recreation, child care,
and special problems teenagers were experiencing. Swift also teamed up with a black
state court judge John Allen to hold backyard barbecues at their homes. There was no
agenda other than bringing people from different races together in the hope they would
discover mutual interest and respect. This “friendship network” grew to about 250
members and included everyone from white bank managers to black barbershop owners.
The paper continued to sponsor other public events, including a town meeting for
teenagers. Swift would later say that this initiative was akin to leaping “across the chasm
that normally separates journalism from the community.” !’

The Ledger-Inquirer reported on the city’s failure to set a clear agenda and

explained how other cities of similar size were trying to think about the long term. And

the paper continued to conduct enterprise reporting in an effort to keep the Beyond 200
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discussion going. United Beyond 2000 was significant for two reasons. First, advocates
of public journalism such as Jay Rosen and Cole Campbell, editor of the St. Louis Post
Dispatch, point to it as the first experiment in the art of journalist as facilitator of social
action, even though Jack Swift did not have a name or concept for what he was doing.
Second, this example influenced Rosen, who would eventually team up with Davis

Mermitt to became one of the leading proponents of a movement called public journalism.

Jay Rosen and Davis (“Buzz™) Merritt

Jack Swift’s experiment at the Ledger-Inquirer prompted Jay Rosen to think about
practical ways of breathing new life into Dewey’s notion of a public and the conditions
that would allow it to develop, thrive and force governments to take notice. A year after
the paper published its Beyond 2000 series, the assistant professor of journalism at New
York University was delivering speeches to editors who were concerned about their
inability to reach readers who seemed more disconnected than ever before. Rosen had
heard about the Beyond 2000 project and was intrigued about what motivated Jack Swift
and some of his editors to take that leap “across the chasm that normally separates
journalism from the community.”

Rosen concluded that Swift had taken up the cause for re-invigorating a
community or public sphere because the sphere had been weakened by leaders whom
citizens had seemed to dismiss as ineffective.

The leap he talked about was toward a different ethic that could only be

described using different words: democracy, community, citizenship,

deliberation, public life. As I conversed with Swift and studied his actions, I

found myself taking on a new role: friendly interpreter of a promising

venture. From 1990 to 1992 I began to speak and write about the Ledger-
Enquirer, addressing myself to journalists and their imaginations. The aim
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was not to duplicate the Columbus case; it was to get journalists curious
about an alternative goal: seeing the public into fuller existence. '®

During the time Rosen was delivering speeches about the Ledger-Enguirer
experiment, he established a working relationship with Davis Merritt, a veteran of the
business who had been plying his trade for over thirty years, a third of that time at the
Witchita Eagle in Kansas. Merritt had never heard of Beyond 2000, yet in 1990 the editor
decided that the Eagle would try to help citizens deliberate about important issues, in this
case, the gubernatorial race. Feeling he needed to re-think what he was doing and why,
Merritt took a year’s leave of absence to write a book about that “promising venture,”
which would later became officially known as public journalism.

There are many people such as Cole Campbell who featured prominently in
public jounalism’s creation and development, but Merritt and Rosen remain the key
figures because they took the idea, which had been debated in the scholastic world, and
combined it with the experience of daily journalism. The two men became the co-

founders of public journalism.






