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Several decades ago, before the free-market fervour of the Thatcher-
Reagan years set in, Joseph A. Schumpeter published an insightful 
book on the essence of capitalism. Writing in Capitalism, Socialism, 
and Democracy, the leading economist argued: “Capitalism … is by 
nature a form or method of economic change and not only never is 
but never can be stationary.” Subsequently, it depends on “creative 
destruction”, a process that incessantly destroys old structures of 
economics and creates new ones to meet new market demands.

When you ponder the digital evolution of media and the rise of the 
relentless 24-7 news cycle, not to mention the decline of newspapers 
as a business in the internet age, it is fair to say that Schumpeter’s 
“creative destruction” is roiling the fourth estate. 

Think about the whirlwind of change during the past 15 or so 
years: the internet has broken up long-time media models. Advertisers 
are increasingly leaving print outlets to embrace search engines. Many 
home-town American newspapers have shut down and virtually all 
newspapers across the globe are shedding jobs. Establishment news 
magazines such as Newsweek and U.S. News & World Report no 
longer exist in the physical sense. AOL merges with Time Warner. 
Amazon.com buys The Washington Post. Barriers to entry in 
publishing have tumbled. Readers are increasingly using their iPhones 
or iPads to get news and information, and so even the mobile industry 
has been upended. 

The state can’t save journalism
Schumpeter’s “creative destruction” is 
sweeping across the media landscape
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And yet nearly everyone recognises that a certain amount of 
change is a good thing. Seasons observers of the media fret and wail 
about the radically changing nature of journalism: that opinion is 
increasingly replacing serious news reporting, that quality in-depth 
feature articles and segments are being radically shortened, that 
print editions of newspapers are an endangered species. But even the 
critics agree that times do change, that business models must adapt 
accordingly, and that the digital evolution of the media industry 
may lead a useful spur to productivity in ways that will help media 
companies create new employment opportunities we often can’t yet 
imagine. 

Changing the business model is unsettling, but the evidence shows 
that savvy media outlets can adapt and prosper. Mary Kissel, writing 
on page 27, explains how the newspaper she helps edit, the Wall Street 
Journal, has succeeded here. So, too, has its competitor, the Financial 
Times, one of the first newspapers to charge readers for access to its 
online facilities. 

Last year, according to the New York Times, the number of digital 
subscribers, now more than 300,000, surpassed the print circulation 
of the FT. Mobile devices now account for one quarter of the FT’s 
digital traffic and 15 per cent of news subscriptions. What appeared 
to be a destructive process has ultimately helped the FT adapt and 
substantially increase its paying digital audience. The upshot here is 
that if high-quality news and analysis media outlets provide such high 
value public knowledge, and so turn the news distribution technology 
to their advantage, then customers will be prepared to pay for its 
content. 

Indeed, despite the pain that the process of creative destruction 
causes to certain companies and groups, it is not much different than 
any other industry buffeted by technological and economic change. 
The shipping industry, for example, changed radically with the advent 
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of containerisation. 

Nor is the process of creative destruction confined to industries. 
Many nations have undergone a radical experiment in free-market 
reforms that has led to many benefits but also has been fraught with 
the danger of unintended consequences. When Australia, for instance, 
embraced a full-fledged reform agenda to modernise the economy in 
the mid 1980s — tariff cuts, lower taxes, budgetary and low inflation 
discipline, financial and exchange-rate deregulation, privatisation of 
government-owned businesses — the nation paid a price in gain as 
well as loss. The benefits included a less inflation-prone economy, a 
surge in productivity, lower interest rates, and a wider choice of goods 
and services at lower (real) prices, and the economy’s improved its 
ability to weather external financial shocks and keep growing. 

Some Australians, however, also underwent some painful 
adjustment: Pauline Hanson’s One Nation movement in the late 
1990s was, in many ways, a backlash against economic change and 
the social dislocation involved in the process of creative destruction. 
But, as Schumpeter recognised in a different context, the same forces 
that bred this insecurity — the information age revolution and the 
spread of global capitalism — could never be stopped. To their great 
credit, Australian political leaders — Bob Hawke, Paul Keating, John 
Howard, Peter Costello — knew that a nation that pretends that the 
changes accommodating these irresistible forces can be ignored will 
become poorer and more despairing. 

That same process of creative destruction affects the media 
landscape at home and abroad. And it raises all sorts of questions 
about public knowledge and the journalist profession that sustains 
the communications sector.

Has the public confidence in the rigour and usefulness of the 
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news media declined in a permanently damaging way? If traditional 
news has become a toxic stew of violence, opinion, and gossip, are 
we looking at life after truth? Has the technological and economic 
disruption of the media business affected journalism’s ability to hold 
institutions accountable? Will the business of serious reporting vanish? 
Or will it take new forms and adapt, with newspapers merely growing 
their audiences online even as sources of their revenue change? 

Who determines what information is considered important after 
the traditional bundle of news has been dismantled? What are the 
implications for social cohesion, the health of our democracies, and 
public policy making? Do social media outlets represent a welcome 
corrective to the imperfect closeted journalism of the past? Is the 
market for news being set by audiences’ tastes and expectations or 
the incentives and preferences of media organisations and journalists? 

Anyone wanting sound responses to these questions should 
consult the writings of Jay Rosen, Mary Kissel, and Peter Funt, among 
others, in this issue of American Review. Meanwhile, the United States 
Studies Centre, publisher of this magazine, is hosting an international 
conference called the Public Knowledge Forum at the Sydney Opera 
House on November 3–5, and the distinguished panellists we’ve 
invited from primarily the US but also here in Australia will weigh 
into this debate, which has intensified in recent years. 

In the US, left-liberals have been so disturbed by the decline of 
serious investigative broadsheet journalism and the rise of partisan 
journalism — most notably Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News Channel — 
that they have campaigned to create a more government-supported 
media. The blogosphere and cable television, the argument goes, can’t 
replace what is being lost at home-town papers, so tax dollars should 
help promote local reporting. 

In 2009, John Kerry — the then-Massachusetts senator, former 
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Democratic presidential candidate and now secretary of state — held 
senate hearings on how the government could help the newspaper 
industry. “If we take seriously this notion that the press is the fourth 
estate, or the fourth branch of government”, he remarked, it’s time 
we consider its importance to democracy. Subsequently, legislation to 
allow newspapers to become non-profits was subsequently proposed 
in Congress. A Federal Communications Commission staff report 
recommended that government subsidise print journalism through a 
tax on consumer electronics. 

Such proposals have not seen the light of the day, and for good 
reason. If papers were subsidised by governments, would their editors 
be more afraid of making judgements of certain politicians? If so, 
surely that would make a mockery of editorial independence, not to 
mention pose an unfair advantage against commercial rivals. In any 
case, even the FCC report in 2011 opposed any government bailout of 
the newspaper industry. Although it acknowledged that the decline of 
local reporting “manifests itself in invisible ways: stories not written, 
scandals not exposed, government waste not discovered”, the FCC 
report went on to argue that most of the answers to the industry’s 
challenges “will be found by entrepreneurs, reporters, and creative 
citizens — not legislators or agencies”. Technology is changing so fast, 
it suggested, that “heavy handed regulatory intervention dictating 
media company behaviour could backfire.” After all, the state simply 
cannot engage in the creative destruction that is an essential aspect of 
innovation. 

As the distinguished neo-conservative intellectual Irving Kristol 
once remarked: “The state cannot and should not be a risk taking 
institution, since it is politically impossible for any state to cope with 
the inevitable bankruptcies associated with economic risk taking.” 

Joseph Schumpeter would have agreed. n
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A group of daily papers in New England calls its 
electronic edition No Inky Fingers. The point, of course, is 
that with digital news nothing rubs off on readers’ hands. 
But what’s rubbing off on their brains?

The disappearance of what could be called the mental 
rub-off effect is partly to blame for the fact that many 
Americans are overloaded with information yet seem to 
know less than ever about current events. As news 
packaging shifts from general interest to specific interest, 
it has become difficult for mass audiences to rub up against 
the news — even if accidentally.

Not long ago, most American homes received at least 
one daily newspaper. Idly turning the pages to find the 
sports section or comics, readers couldn’t help but glance 
at the news headlines, and bits of information tended to 
rub off.

Television, before cable and satellite, was arranged so 

So much media,  
so little news
Consumers are overloaded with information 
yet seem to know less than ever about current events 

By Peter Funt

CoverSTORY
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that most entertainment stopped at the dinner hour and again before 
bedtime for general-interest news broadcasts. Turning the dial or 
waiting for the weather forecast, viewers couldn’t help but sample a bit 
of hard news.

And think how radio used to be. Until partial deregulation of 
broadcasting during the Reagan administration three decades ago, the 
government basically required stations to run news or public service 
programming — so whether you were listening to rock, country, or 
classical, every hour programs paused for a few minutes of news. My 
first job out of college was in the news department at WABC Radio in 
New York back when it was still a rock ‘n’ roll powerhouse. Despite 
the likelihood that our audience resented it, we interrupted Cousin 
Brucie and the other DJs every hour for five minutes of no-nonsense 
news. Some listeners switched stations, but most stuck around — and 
the news rubbed off.

Walking down the streets of most cities back in the day, news was 
always nearby. It was stacked up at newsstands and even shouted by 
vendors. People carried transistor radios whose messages resonated in 
the pre-earphone era. 

By contrast, today’s boutique media allow many people to skip 
news altogether. You can set your internet home page so that it serves 
up only what you’re interested in. You can watch video via Hulu or 
Netflix and never encounter a smidgen of news. You can listen 24/7 to 
satellite radio or other digital music services and not be bothered by 
reportage from the outside world.

Even consumers who say they get “news” online or by watching 
cable channels are often referring to something that isn’t really news at 
all. Some cable “news” channels devote virtually all of prime time to 
nonstop opining for liberal or conservative agendas, making little or 
no effort to summarise the major news of the day.
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Many television producers and an increasing number of newspaper 
editors mistakenly believe that since the day’s hard news is readily 
available around-the-clock from so many sources, it’s no longer in their 
commercial interest, or the public interest, to serve it up themselves.

When I asked a college media class of 40 students if they read a 
daily newspaper, two hands went up. When I clarified that online 
newspaper sites qualified, three more hands were raised. Yet everyone 
in the class claimed to be at least generally aware of the news. I was 
told that “important stuff” gets relayed by text, tweet, or other social 
media. 

Several students stressed that internet sites they favoured are “free”. 
While the attraction of no-cost media is easy to understand, the content 
gulf separating free and paid news media is widening. This leads to 
another troubling condition of our times: a society of information 
haves and have-nots. As quality websites erect online pay walls, and as 
newspapers implement steep price increases for their printed editions, 
there is a serious danger that meaningful journalism will become a 
luxury that many Americans simply can’t afford. 

A few years ago, the Knight Foundation issued a report on public 
access to digital information. A key finding: “In a democracy, the very 
idea of second-class citizenship is unacceptable; yet, for many, second-
class information citizenship is looming.”

In its eighteen-month study, the Knight panel found a paradox: 
while digital information is expanding nationally and globally, the 

“When I asked a college media class 
of 40 students if they read a daily 
newspaper, two hands went up.”
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volume and quality of local and regional information is shrinking. The 
study concluded that not all Americans and their local communities 
are being served equally in the digital world.

When the Knight data are layered against shifts in the newspaper 
industry, the severity of the situation becomes clearer. The vast majority 
of daily papers serve small and medium-sized communities, and when 
staff and pages are cut the result is usually less local coverage. Although 
several notable attempts have been made to replace this lost information 
with local online news — such as the short-lived web version of Denver’s 
defunct Rocky Mountain News — far more local coverage is 
disappearing each year than is being replaced in the digital arena.

Remember, too, that even “free” internet content comes at a 
significant price for the consumer. The cost of owning a computer and 
connecting to the internet is fairly substantial, as is monthly cable or 
satellite TV. 

Meanwhile, many newspapers are raising prices so steeply that they 
are redefining themselves as elite products rather than mass media. On 
30 September, USA Today doubled its cover price from one dollar to 
two. The paper’s circulation had fallen by 8 percent in the last reporting 
period and, rather than fight for readers with improved content, its 
response was to double the price! When USA Today was launched in 
1982, its 25-cent cover price was 7.5 per cent of the federal minimum 
wage; its new price is 27.5 per cent of the current minimum wage. The 
issue isn’t whether minimum-wage earners should purchase USA Today, 
it’s that American newspapers are quickly becoming unaffordable. 

As to electronic alternatives, some 20 per cent of American adults 
— about 60 million people—do not have access to the internet, and 
about 5 per cent do not receive any form of television transmission. 
Not surprisingly, the percentages are higher among poorer Americans. 
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In summing up its analysis of the information gap, the Knight study 
warned, “How we react, individually and collectively, to this democratic 
shortfall will affect the quality of our lives and the very nature of our 
communities.” 

I assume that by “we” the Knight organisation refers to journalists 
and the companies controlling mass media. So how are we reacting to 
the information gap? In addition to laying off staff and closing bureaus 
— which may be financially unavoidable — too often the reaction is to 
emulate the approach of social and other digital media. Conventional 
news outlets, enamoured of Facebook and Twitter and eager to join 
their conversations, increasingly give space and credibility to online 
chatter that ordinarily wouldn’t deserve either.

In December 2012, for example, when a nurse at a London hospital 
hanged herself after being victimised by a phone prank originating at 
an Australian radio station, there was a torrent of opinion online. ABC 
News plucked two tweets from among thousands and ran them full-
screen. One, aimed at the radio hosts, said, “You scumbag, I hope you 
get what’s coming to you!” The other warned, “You have blood on 
your hands now.”

Had such comments from the general public reached ABC News 
by any other method — from email to carrier pigeon — there is virtually 
no chance they would have been deemed newsworthy. Indeed, they 
probably would have been viewed as incendiary. Yet mainstream 
reporters increasingly treat social media as part of the story, conflating 
media with messages.

On television as well as on newspaper websites, anonymous tweets 
— sometimes in endless crawls at the bottom of the screen — have 
become staples. They fall short of the basic standards for author 
identification that most publications require for letters to the editor. 
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Free media are often caught in a swirl of whatever is “trending”. 
One day’s front-page headlines on AOL: “Grandma Goes to Walmart, 
Vanishes” and “I Ate to Scare Classmates Away”. That same day, CNN.
com’s top items were flesh-eating bugs and “Horse bolts into ocean, 
swims 2 miles”. On the conservative Drudge Report: “Rocks Found at 
Beach Ignite in Woman’s Pocket.”

This is now the standard stuff of top internet sites as well as cable 
TV, broadcast TV morning shows, and, of course, local TV newscasts. 
Even many of the most reputable news organisations, such as the Los 
Angeles Times, play it straight on their printed front pages but turn 
frisky online. The flesh-eating bugs and burning rocks — plus several 
celebrity items — were front-page news on the Times’ website.

One major reason for this condition involves the difference between 
serving a stable, subscription-based audience versus non-paid, transient 
customers. News organisations that charge for content, especially via 
ongoing subscriptions, face less pressure to woo readers with the most 
eye-opening developments of the moment. Free media, and publications 
largely reliant on single-copy sales, are in a constant struggle for 
attention.

Another factor is the 24/7 pace of modern communication. 
“Breaking news” is the mantra of cable coverage — even if much of it 
is hardly newsworthy and is barely breaking. A truck in flames on a 
Midwest interstate might qualify as breaking news on national cable 
— especially if there’s video — but would never appear in a summary 
of the day’s most important developments. 

The confounding part of this is that we’re in the midst of an 
information explosion — a virtual supermarket of news options — and 
Americans are stuffing themselves with empty calories. Part of the 
explanation is that consumers have so many choices just a click away 
that programmers don’t dare bore them with too much serious content. 
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The scene at the checkout aisle, where tabloids scream for attention, is 
now spread across the media landscape.

Many sites run lists of which stories are getting the most hits. This, 
of course, tends to drive even more readers to those stories, which are 
popular primarily because they are popular. A new tool in the nation’s 
newsrooms is an electronic tote board that provides minute-to-minute 
details of what’s hot online. Low click counts send editors scurrying 
for stories or photos that will grab readers’ attention.

This contributes to an inversion of the traditional process by which 
news is disseminated. Anyone who has ever worked in a newsroom is 
familiar with the most basic debate among journalists: Should we give 
the public what it wants to know, or what it ought to know? The best 
prescription has always been a combination of both.

However, the line that separates those considerations is moving — 
both because journalists are succumbing to competitive pressure, and 
because consumers are taking it upon themselves to alter the equation. 
Thanks to modern media and devices, they have the tools with which 
to change it.

The standard pushback is that there’s more information out there 
than ever before, and that interested consumers want to sort through it 
to find the news. Again: Want? Or ought?

“We’re in the midst of an information 
explosion — a virtual supermarket of news 

options — and Americans are stuffing 
themselves with empty calories.”
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The sad truth is that while some of us are naturally curious about 
what we don’t know, an increasing number of readers and viewers want 
only reinforcement of what they already know. While it’s not the job of 
media to force-feed news to an uninterested audience, the system 
worked better when some news and information just happened to rub 
off.

Personally, I’ve always relied upon great editors and great 
broadcasters to tell me what they think is important each day. I’m 
determined to form my own opinions, but I’m not so audacious as to 
think I know what’s important without professional guidance. 

One of my favourite news slogans is one used for decades by the 
Scripps newspaper chain: “Give light and the people will find their own 
way”. Yet in modern communications we seem to give off more heat 
than light, leaving too many information-loaded consumers stumbling 
around in the dark. n
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Making knowledge public does not a 
knowledgeable public make. This is the thought I wish to 
impress upon you. It was probably always true, but 
certain things have happened lately that make 
contemplating this truth an urgent priority for those of 
us trying to understand how national publics can be 
better informed.

In July 2010, the Washington Post launched a major 
investigative series, Top Secret America. It was everything 
you could hope for in public service journalism. The story 
it had to tell, of the sprawling build-up of national 
security agencies and contractors since 2001, was of 
enormous public consequence: an “enterprise so massive 
that nobody in government has a full understanding of 
it”, a shadow state and secret world, “ubiquitous, often 
inefficient, and mostly invisible to the people it is meant 
to protect and who fund it.” What the series revealed was 
a crisis in governance, not to mention efficiency:

The limits of 
investigative journalism
How two media accounts of the intrusive 
security state led to different political outcomes 

By Jay Rosen

CoverSTORY
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The top-secret world the government created in response to 
the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, has become so large, 
so unwieldy and so secretive that no one knows how much 
money it costs, how many people it employs, how many 
programs exist within it or exactly how many agencies do the 
same work.

“Top Secret America” took two reporters almost two years to 
complete. One of them, Dana Priest, is a two-time Pulitzer winner 
and stands at the very top of her profession. The other, William Arkin, 
has been writing about national security and privacy issues for 30 
years. More than a dozen Post journalists worked on parts of it. The 
series started in July and concluded in December. And it wasn’t just a 
newspaper series. Frontline, the most prestigious documentary series 
on public television in the US, made a film about it in September 
2011.

The series emerged into a political environment primed to react 
to tales of government overreach and excess. The Tea Party movement 
— which attempts to say “enough” to government spending — had 
emerged the year before. The Frontline film was shown during the 
height of the mid-term election campaign, when Tea Party candidates 
had their greatest success.

This is how the alert system is supposed to work — the fourth 
estate investigates, the political system responds — but in the end it 
did not work. The system did not respond. “Top Secret America” 
went nowhere. It produced no calls for reform. It triggered no wave 
of investigations. The rest of the press did not pick up on the story. It 
appeared, it was praised by some, and then it disappeared. An eerie 
sign that this would happen was part of the initial report. An editors’ 
note read:
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Because of the nature of this project, we allowed government 
officials to see the Web site several months ago and asked 
them to tell us of any specific concerns. They offered none at 
that time. As the project evolved, we shared the Web site’s 
revised capabilities. Again, we asked for specific concerns. 
One government body objected to certain data points on the 
site and explained why; we removed those items. Another 
agency objected that the entire Web site could pose a national 
security risk but declined to offer specific comments.

The people who work in the security state weren’t worried about 
being exposed, even though they had, in a sense, been stripped naked 
before the world. The Washington Post convincingly showed that they 
were out of control, spending money like crazy, and unaccountable to 
voters. Yet somehow they knew that nothing would happen.

Now let’s jump ahead three years. The other day I opened my 
browser, clicked a link in my Twitter feed and found myself at a 
Guardian report: Patriot Act author prepares bill to put NSA bulk 
collection ‘out of business’. Top Secret America, by now known as the 
surveillance state, was officially on the run. Powerful members of the 
US Congress had realised that the system was indeed out of control. 
The creator of its enabling legislation, the conservative Republican 
who co-authored America’s USA PATRIOT Act, James Sensenbrenner, 
felt so betrayed by what happened that he was pushing new legislation 
that would prohibit the National Security Agency from trying to listen 
to everybody. This represented a huge shift in the political climate 
from 2010. But what explained it?

Knowledge made public does not a public make. That explains it, 
or at least it helps. Investigative journalism can reveal and document 
problems. Political movements can talk them up. Activist and pressure 
groups can do their thing. But the result may yet be “nothing happens” 
unless other conditions are met. We can discover what some of them 
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are by pressing on the comparison I have suggested here. The 
Washington Post’s “Top Secret America” investigation (2010) vs. the 
Snowden effect (2013). The Snowden effect I have defined as: “Direct 
and indirect gains in public knowledge from the cascade of events 
and further reporting that followed Edward Snowden’s leaks of 
classified information about the surveillance state in the US.”

In 2010: a major investigation of classified programs uncovers 
government overreach and lack of accountability on a massive and 
troubling scale, but nothing happens. In 2013 similar revelations 
result in the biggest challenge to the security state since the Church 
Committee hearings in the aftermath of Watergate. Why?

I don’t think we have a general theory of public knowledge that 
can answer this question, so, in the absence of such, here are some 
factors worth highlighting:

an organising personality

The events of 2013 had a person at the centre of the story: Edward 
Snowden. In 2010, there was only an “issue” at the centre: the swelling 
size of the security state. Snowden’s presence helps organise the 
narrative in classic human-interest terms. Is he a hero, a whistleblower, 
as Daniel Ellsberg called him? Or is he an irresponsible and deluded 
child, a narcissist, as the New Yorker’s Jeffrey Toobin has said? It’s 
true that debates like that can easily overwhelm some of the more 

“Unlike the Washington Post’s 
‘Top Secret America’ series in 2010, 
the Edward Snowden story forced 
the political system to respond.”
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serious issues and lead to a lot of posturing. It’s also true that they 
help focus attention on issues like: “how much secrecy is too much?” 
and: “who is responsible?”

The presence of an organising personality in the events of 2013 is 
not an accident of history but the result of deliberate decision-making 
by two of the key actors: Snowden and filmmaker Laura Poitras. This 
is from a recent interview of her by Lauren Cornell:

LP: We were working with encryption, and he said he had 
information, and for most of our correspondence before we 
met, I assumed his intention was to remain anonymous. Then 
at some point in an email he revealed to me that he wanted to 
be identified, because he didn’t want anyone else to take the 
blame for this. 

LC: It’s a tremendous act of accountability.

LP: He said he didn’t want to ruin the lives of everyone who 
worked with him, and it would all ultimately lead back to 
him. He told me what he wanted me to do was not to try to 
hide his identity, but to actually point toward him. After I 
learned that, I asked to interview him on camera. His first 
response was no, he didn’t want the story to be about him. 
Then I explained why, given the work that I do, for him to 
tell it was important. And not just because I knew the 
mainstream media interpretation would be predictable and 
narrow, but because to have somebody who understands how 
this technology works, who is willing to risk their life to 
expose it to the public, and that we could hear that articulated, 
would reach people in ways that the documents themselves 
wouldn’t. So I put forth that argument, and he agreed that we 
would meet, and it was several weeks later that we met.
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The key phrase is “reach people in ways that the documents 
themselves wouldn’t.” Of course, without the documents, Snowden 
had nothing.

narrative “fit”

In 2010 there was no resolution to the questions raised by “Top 
Secret America”. They just hung there. In 2013, as Edward Snowden 
fled to Hong Kong and then to Russia, a classic suspense story built 
up. What would his fate be? Could he elude the most powerful forces 
in the world? It’s true that a far more important question involved 
what the political system, the American public, and the nations of the 
world would ultimately do about his revelations, but we have to 
consider the “fit” between that slower, duller, more consequential but 
more abstract question and the undeniable drama of the spy story 
surrounding Snowden, Poitras, and his other major contact in the 
press, Glenn Greenwald, which is so strong on narrative, character 
and suspense that it is already being sold to Hollywood.

Is “distraction from” the right way of putting the relationship 
between the two? I’m not sure it is. You can’t wish for more public 
attention to the excesses of the surveillance state and then scoff at 
one of the means by which people come to the larger story, which is 
Snowden’s fate. On the other hand, when Hollywood comes calling, 
that’s not necessarily good news for public understanding of the 
historical situation from which a commercial drama is to be derived. 

“...the power of secrets, the uses of 
personality, the importance of government 

lying, the presence of narrative ‘fit’.”
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the power of secrets

The makers of a new documentary film about WikiLeaks decided 
to call it We Steal Secrets. It’s an inaccurate and tendentious title, 
because receiving secrets is not stealing them and evidence of a plot 
to steal secrets would make prosecution under the US Espionage Act 
more likely. But the filmmakers knew what they were doing in this 
sense: secrets have power. Revealing secrets has even more power. 
More power than assembling facts, even when the facts, properly 
assembled, are devastating in what they suggest.

When shown what the Washington Post was planning to report 
in 2010, officers of the security state collectively shrugged. They did 
not have much to say, in part because their secrets were not being 
spilled. In 2013, the very first story that emerged from the Snowden 
files was about a secret court order compelling Verizon to turn over 
to the government the record of all calls made by its customers. No 
one other than the parties directly involved had ever seen such a 
document. But here it is. If two stories make known a situation equally 
troubling and consequential, but one reveals closely held secrets and 
the other “merely” assembles facts that were hard to dig up, the one 
that exposes the secrets will register with far more force. 

government lying

On 3 July of this year, Glenn Greenwald of The Guardian wrote 
this in his slashing, prosecutorial style:

The first NSA story to be reported was our June 6 article 
which exposed the bulk, indiscriminate collection by the US 
Government of the telephone records of tens of millions of 
Americans. Ever since then, it has been undeniably clear that 
James Clapper, the Director of National Intelligence, outright 
lied to the US Senate — specifically to the Intelligence 
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Committee, the body charged with oversight over surveillance 
programs — when he said “no, sir” in response to this question 
from Democratic Sen. Ron Wyden: “Does the NSA collect 
any type of data at all on millions or hundreds of millions of 
Americans?”

That Clapper fundamentally misled Congress is beyond 
dispute. The DNI himself has now been forced by our stories 
to admit that his statement was, in his words, “clearly 
erroneous” and to apologize. But he did this only once our 
front-page revelations forced him to do so: in other words, 
what he’s sorry about is that he got caught lying to the Senate.

That’s essentially what happened. When the government lies, and 
the revelations in the story prove it, that adds a momentum that 
would otherwise not be there. It puts journalists on alert and forces 
the political system to respond. This is another difference between 
“Top Secret America” in 2010 and the Snowden effect in 2013. Of 
course, it is intimately related to the power of secrets. 

United front in journalism

In 2010 the Washington Post and Frontline did their reports. And 
that was it. In 2013, The Guardian and the Washington Post did the 
initial reports from the Snowden files, and the rest of the press 
followed up. Jack Shafer, media critic for Reuters, predicted as much 
on 8 June. “This will now fuel new cycles of reporting, leaks, and 
scoops — and another, and another — as new sources are cultivated 
and reportorial scraps gathering mold in journalists’ notebooks gain 
new relevance and help break stories.”

In the United States, the New York Times, the Associated Press, 
Reuters, the Wall Street Journal, ProPublica, the McClatchy 
newspapers’ Washington bureau, Bloomberg, and Politico all 
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contributed pieces of the puzzle. (Details here.) Internationally, Le 
Monde in France, The Globe and Mail in Canada, Der Spiegel in 
Germany, and O Globo in Brazil broke news on the Snowden 
revelations or on related stories. Ignoring one newspaper and one 
documentary is easy. Ignoring a united front like that is harder.

Of course, it’s not like the editors of all these publications got 
together and decided to push the Snowden story. Rather, they 
recognised the other facts I have discussed here: the power of secrets, 
the uses of personality, the importance of government lying, the 
presence of narrative “fit”. Even with these advantages, the story 
revealed by Edward Snowden has not broken through completely, to 
the point where the average citizen — if there is such a person — sees 
how it affects his or her life. But unlike “Top Secret America” in 2010, 
it has at least forced the political system to respond.

Many stories of equal or even greater importance have been 
unable to accomplish that: climate change, for example. The 
information is “out there”. What is missing is not that, but something 
else. I do not think we understand very well what the something else 
is. But here is what we do know: Making knowledge public does not 
a knowledgeable public make. If we care about making democracy 
work, we ought to dig further into this mystery. n
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On 10 June 2009, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart 
aired a segment in which the show’s correspondent, Jason 
Jones, toured the New York Times’s headquarters in 
Midtown Manhattan. Jones sits at a desk and notes the 
Times had lost $74 million on the quarter and 40 per cent 
of its advertising revenue to Craigslist. “But even today 
there are some who still think there’s merit in publishing 
the news 24 hours after it’s happened”, he editorialises. 
“Give me one thing in there that happened today”, he asks 
assistant managing editor Richard Berke, pointing to the 
printed pages. Berke, a tight-lipped, long-time newsman, is 
stumped. 

Is there a neater summary of the plight of America’s 
print media? Newspaper titans like the Times enjoyed a 
privileged position for decades and then the internet 
arrived. Suddenly the old guard had to compete with 
(gasp!) websites like the Huffington Post, Politico, and 
Buzzfeed, with their splashy headlines and tabloid-like 
reporting styles. And don’t forget Twitter, which makes 

Don’t believe 
the naysayers
With competition descending on print media, consumers will 
merely weed out poor quality media and pay for what they value 
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average joes journalists too. Between 2005 and 2013, print advertising 
fell 50 per cent, with much of that business migrating to online 
publications. Major outlets have slimmed down to a shadow of their 
former selves (Los Angeles Times), ditched their print editions (Lloyd’s 
List), or disappeared altogether (Baltimore Examiner, Tucson Citizen, 
Kentucky Post, to name a few). There’s even a website to document the 
decay: newspaperdeathwatch.com.

Cue the inevitable lamentations about the decline of quality 
journalism and the deleterious, knock-on effects on civil discourse and 
democracy. Don’t believe the naysayers.

It must first be noted that horror at competition is odd on its face, 
given it’s an enduring, essential, and central feature of capitalism. 
Consumers today enjoy higher-quality, lower-cost, and more plentiful 
services thanks to internet-induced innovation, across almost every 
consumer-product industry. Movie lovers can click on Netflix rather 
than trundle to Blockbuster. Instead of driving to Barnes and Noble, 
booklovers can troll the vast titles at Amazon for a fraction of the cost 
and have books delivered instantaneously to their mobile devices. High-
end shoppers don’t have to pay for the overhead of mortar and brick at 
Barneys or Bloomingdale’s; they can surf online at Gilt or Rue La La.

Competition was always going to descend on print media. The only 
question was when it would reach a critical enough mass to force the 
management of said publications to do what their online competitors 
were doing (indeed, had to do) from the get-go — ask what consumers 
want, when they want it, and how they want it delivered. Does the 
CFO of a small electronics manufacturer in Iowa City need the same 
information as a lobbyist inside the Beltway? Does a retiree in Florida 
reading the paper in print have the same preferences as a recent college 
graduate looking for a job in California? Of course not.

This notion will immediately offend the journalism-school complex, 
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erected over the past century to teach aspiring Woodwards and 
Bernsteins that information dissemination is a public service, not a 
consumer good, and that the two are mutually exclusive. This is the 
thinking that powers state-backed broadcasters in democracies like 
Britain and Australia, an oxymoronic concept par excellence. This is 
also why state media groups will never innovate like their private-sector 
peers.

Thus the cardinal rule for a financially vibrant, private print media 
in an internet age: To give away a product is to create infinite demand 
and zero revenue. The publication I work for, The Wall Street Journal, 
was lucky to have Peter Kann in the ’90s, a publisher who thought 
gifting online content was a fool’s errand. In 2009, under the new 
management of Rupert Murdoch, the Journal started charging for 
mobile content too. The New York Times, Financial Times, and 
Washington Post conditioned their readers to expect free content, and 
thus experienced the inevitable grumbling and resistance when the day 
came that they too had to put a paywall up online.

The internet is not the only force changing the business model. 
Prices must reflect the value of the product. As Kann noted in 2009, the 
roots of the print crisis even “predated the internet by some decades as 
publishers relied more and more on advertising as their primary revenue 
source, chased larger and larger audiences to appeal to those advertisers, 
and displayed less and less confidence they could attract those audiences 
by charging full and fair value for the publications they produced.” If a 
print newspaper is destined to become a novelty item for the nostalgic, 
should it be priced at double its price today? Triple? That many 
newspapers had — and still do — have journalists playing CEO should 
be noted.

There’s no indication that print media will suddenly have a grand 
rebirth and the heady days of pages of classified ads and shareholder 
notices will return. The paper copies of newspapers may continue to 
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lose money, which is why they should be purchased by owners who can 
afford to foot the red ink in exchange for the power that a newspaper’s 
bald-faced headlines afford them. As the Journal’s Business World 
columnist, Holman Jenkins Jr., put it, “The right buyer for a big 
metropolitan daily, by this standard, is a local real-estate developer, 
someone willing to lose money covering local news as long as it helps 
him win zoning fights and promote cronies to elective office.” The Koch 
brothers may make better proprietors than a Jeff Bezos sitting in Seattle 
when his newspaper is churning out copy for a Washington DC audience.

Again the journalism school graduates will cry corruption, as if 
newspapers weren’t invented in the first place as profit-making 
enterprises with a point of view. As if a modern-day reporter’s biases 
don’t inform every story he writes, from deciding what to write about, 
to the sources he contacts, to the details he chooses to include or discard. 
The conceit of the Columbia Journalism Review is that there’s a holy 
grail called “balance” in news, which everyone can and should agree 
on, but which ends up being a formula of he-said, she-said paragraphs, 
with colourful quotes thrown in, and a sentence with appropriate 
caveats, should one side prove not to be true. It is the epitome of lazy 
reporting.

What then is quality journalism, of the kind that informs the public, 
enriches democracy, and tempts readers to buy it? It is above all reliable 
in its facts and energetic in its pursuit of truth. This requires editors 
and reporters who can rise above the crowd complex that suffuses so 

“Cue the inevitable lamentations about 
the decline of quality journalism and 

the deleterious, knock-on effects on civil 
discourse and democracy.”
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many newsrooms. As Gerard Baker, the Journal’s editor-in-chief, 
explained to a New York University crowd: “Too many news 
organisations think about accountability of companies”, but are “so 
credulous about what government is trying to do.” Credulous being the 
operative word. Cognitive dissonance is just as handy in the news 
business as it is in IBM’s boardroom.

Like companies, too, news organisations have tangible assets in 
their employees, cultivated over a generation (if they can be induced to 
stay that long), and an intangible asset in their brand, built over several 
generations. A quality business will prioritise both assets equally, with 
the former being hard to improve and the latter being easy to destroy.

Reporters constitute the biggest expense, and it’s here where the 
most legitimate concerns have been raised about the future of news, at 
least across borders. As the Times’s former executive editor Bill Keller 
put it to the Daily Show’s Jones, “The last time I was in Baghdad, I 
didn’t see a Huffington Post bureau, or a Google bureau, or a Drudge 
Report bureau there, because there isn’t one, and there isn’t going to be 
one.” Why? “Because it’s expensive, because it’s dangerous. It’s a lot 
easier to stay home and riff on the work that somebody else does.” 
Truer words were never spoken. (And what of intrepid TV journalists 
to fill the gap? Back to Kann: “There are few resources and even less 
commitment to covering significant news beyond floods and fires.”)

Only scale can give a news organisation the ability to shoulder the 
financial burdens of a global business, and consolidation will inevitably 
occur. (Remember when the Baltimore Sun had a Tokyo bureau?) 
Economies of scale may produce only a handful or even a clutch of 
these large operations. This isn’t a plot to have a single CEO control 
the flow of information from posts afar, but reality in a marketplace. If 
governments were truly serious about creating more global competitors, 
they’d lift restrictions on cross-media ownership and make it more 
lucrative for new entrants to challenge established operators.
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Politicians inevitably quail from such obvious truths, afraid of being 
labeled as in hoc to big business, and they make democracies poorer for 
it. Might news companies cobble together alliances to surmount 
arbitrary regulatory restrictions, enlarge their reach and make their 
product more enticing to buy, à la the airlines? The burgeoning 
cooperation between the New York Times and Britain’s Guardian may 
foreshadow this trend. Market forces are already forcing recalibrations. 
The Far Eastern Economic Review used to be the go-to source for news 
on the Asia-Pacific until the 2000s, when local, country-specific internet 
operations started to compete in the same space. The Review was 
retired, and now the Journal has started to publish in local languages 
online, in an attempt to reach down into the local spaces. This strategy 
won’t supplant local operators, but augment them.

What of the intangible asset, the brand? It is indeed harder to build 
in the proliferating world of blogs, tweets, and online competitors than 
it is for old-line newspapers like the Washington Posts of the world. 
For them, the infinite choice consumers have may work to the 
newspaper’s advantage because consumers recognise them as reliable 
providers. An online outfit, in contrast, may gain prominence with a 
single, huge scoop (think Drudge Report and Monica Lewinsky), by 
building credibility in a single subject area (TechCrunch), or by showing 
the nerve to challenge the shibboleths that other news outlets won’t 
(The Blaze). No one wants to read another bland version of bbc.com/
news. 

The greatest challenge today may be to protect original news 
products from those who want to steal them. Recall the fight between 
News Corporation and Google News, an aggregator of original content 
and provider of backdoors through leaky firewalls, over the listing of 
the Journal’s proprietary reporting. Insults (“parasite”) were slung, and, 
eventually, a truce was reached. When both sides have something the 
other wants — original content versus advertising — there will inevitably 
be a compromise that satisfies neither side, but prevents mutual 
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destruction. These fights will happen again, perhaps with more 
frequency, as other news providers figure out they don’t benefit from 
having their work cannibalised ad infinitum.

Culling revenue from social media is the next big idea, but has to 
be done carefully so as not to violate privacy rights, or the reader’s 
expectation of journalistic quality. Consider the Philippines’s Rappler, 
which is pioneering the crowdsourcing of news. Layer on top of that an 
IT operation that culls information about the crowd from social media 
and sells it to companies who want it. Consider HuffPost Live, a video 
operation that allows readers to participate in the website’s conversation 
about the news through video and web posts. Consider the way every 
journalist of note is reliably posting on Twitter and trying to build an 
online brand.

News providers are in the extraordinary position of providing a 
service that has infinite demand, in an era where consumers are being 
conditioned to expect ever-cheaper prices for products. As in every 
other competitive industry, consumers will weed out poor quality media 
and pay for what they value. It will be a long and unpredictable process 
for many media proprietors, and distinctly uncomfortable for journalists 
who never before had to compete for readership. But one thing is certain: 
Those who equate the decline of print media with the end of journalism 
may just suffer from a lack of imagination and a fear of creative 
destruction. And there’s nothing new about that. n
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Old-style American journalism is gasping for its final breath. 
Rebellions are being captured through the lens of a smartphone 
camera. Current affairs are condensed into bite-sized packages of 140 
characters or less. Disasters unfold on our computer screens through 
real-time updates. The United States is a pivotal player in ushering 
in the era of electronic journalism, where news will be created and 
disseminated strictly through digital technologies. However, when 
considering the definition of journalism, a fundamental distinction 
must be made between the manner in which news is produced and 
how it is circulated. 

But while an enormous shift in the production of news is inevitable, 
can the same be said for the actual practice of journalism? Traditionally, 
the ethics of reporting have been imbued with assumptions of fairness, 
accuracy, and objectivity. Will the move away from broadsheet news 
to digital distribution represent the death of objectivity? There are 
several potential models for the future of journalism in America, in 
which the media’s creators and its audience play integral roles.

niche market news

The technological age has resulted in a saturation of information. 
A surplus of news outlets appease the agendas and perspectives of 
every organisation and individual imaginable. Conservative? You 

At a swipe of the finger
The death of the old media business model 
has led to the birth of several paradigms for 

journalism: all carry risks and rewards
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have Fox News. Liberal? MSNBC is for you. Gay and lesbian? There’s 
The Advocate. African American? Ebony might be a publication of 
choice. What we can expect in the upcoming decades is the ongoing 
personalisation of news by catering to specific groups. News that 
caters to your interests. News that supports your views. No longer will 
audiences be told what news is. That decision will be up to readers 
and viewers. 

Journalism will not have to be predominantly white, middle-class 
and heterosexual (unless you want it to be). Digital platforms have 
offered the opportunity for oppressed voices, both small and large in 
number, a financially feasible avenue for broadcasting their stories. 
The steady rise in niche market publications have, and will continue 
to play, an important role in filling the palpable gaps that exist in 
contemporary mainstream news. The perception that newsworthy 
stories should primarily concern the activities of political and 
economic elites is well past its expiry date. 

The personalisation of journalism, however, could have a two-
pronged effect. Firstly, the more positive aspect would be the 
democratisation of the media by granting minority groups the chance 
to distribute and popularise their own content. Although direct-to-
you news could shrink our perspectives on the world, a single outlet 
monopolising an individual’s consumption of news has a dangerously 
limiting effect insofar as it funnels every world event through a slanted 
viewpoint. 

While the transition from broadsheet news to digital distribution 
does not inherently signal the death of objectivity, it could be an 

“The digital face of journalism remains 
the only thing certain about its future.”
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inevitable outcome. The popularity of Fox News, an infamously 
partisan news station despite its tagline of “fair and balanced”, stems 
from the fact that audiences prefer to have their existing worldviews 
reaffirmed by media institutions, not challenged. Personalised media 
will continue to be one of the most successful models of news because 
so long as it appeals to a reasonable number of people, it is guaranteed 
success, no matter how niche the market. 

Digital reincarnation

Dialogue about the future of journalism is unnecessarily bleak. 
The collapse of old media models in no way implies the death of 
reporting. Journalism will continue to flourish as it always has, 
but in formats different to what consumers are accustomed to. The 
physical newspaper has been an essential staple of the industry since 
its inception, and is likely to survive for several more years, but 
journalism’s total transition to the digital sphere is unavoidable. If 
you’re reading this from a tablet or computer screen, the future of 
journalism is staring right at you.

The most probable scenario for journalism in the US is one where 
traditional mediums die, but old messages thrive. Reporters will 
aspire to retain the old values of impartiality and independence that 
have shaped the industry since its inception, but yellow journalism 
and partisan news always has, and always will, play a role in the 
media. What is more difficult to predict is how much, if at all, the 
style and detail of news reporting will evolve in the change to online. 
The internet’s appeal lies in brevity: 30-second packages and one-
sentence story synopses, wherein there is a great risk of density being 
sacrificed in favour of brevity. 

With a shift in the medium in which journalism is published comes 
a foreseeable redefinition of what it means to be a journalist. The 
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broadsheet newspaper strictly controlled professional reporters, but 
the internet is a playground for the amateur journalist. Already, the 
line between the working and citizen journalist is becoming blurred, 
with the average civilian being granted considerable access to similar 
tools used by trained reporters. The citizen journalist who reports “for 
the people” is by no means a new phenomenon in the US, but it now 
has the potential to be legitimised by advances made in technology. 

What the 2011 Occupy Wall Street movement proved more than 
anything is the utmost importance of the citizen to capture moments 
that news organisations miss. When a protestor’s video of Deputy 
Inspector Anthony Bologna pepper-spraying Kaylee Dedrick was 
posted online, it sparked a viral sensation. The footage did not become 
news, it was the news. The incident, and many more like it, epitomise 
what we can expect for online news. A tweet could be the tipping 
point of a revolution. A blog post could inspire radical political and 
cultural change. A YouTube video could enlighten millions around 
the world. 

global news village 

In a technological utopia, the digital revolution would have a 
predominantly positive impact on the landscape of journalism. What 
could be created, to borrow Marshall McLuhan’s term, is a global 
news village, where digital interconnectivity can overcome the barriers 
of time and space. Through the power of the internet and satellite 
and cable television news, the technological globalisation of news 
would propel foreign cultures together in closer virtual and cultural 
proximity. So much for the tyranny of distance, as historian Geoffrey 
Blainey once described Australia’s cultural predicament. 

The development of digital technologies, however, assumes 
equilibrium between the US and other nations. A formidable obstacle 
that could prevent this scenario from occurring is the Americanisation 
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of news. The US controls a majority of the world’s most influential 
media corporations, including Viacom, CBS Corporation, Disney, 
News Corporation, Time Warner, and Comcast, lessening the 
opportunity to hybridise the news with international perspectives. 
The digital wave has not impacted upon the developing world the way 
it has the US, and without the economic, technological, or political 
means to disseminate news unique to their culture, the news of the 
world will continue to be governed by American perspectives.

For the global news village to become a reality, it would require a 
rapid reinvention of what is considered newsworthy. Digital platforms 
can attempt to bring the US closer to other nations, but ultimately can 
only achieve so much. Technology is only a means to an end and it 
remains difficult to predict the extent to which it will be able to alter 
the ideological underpinnings of the journalism industry. Currently, 
proximity is one of the most important values that decide what events 
and issues receive mass press coverage, particularly in the US. The 
term is not exclusively defined geographically, but also through social 
and cultural bonds to other nations. Before technology can bring 
nations closer together, certain mental blockades must be overcome. 

The digital face of journalism remains the only thing certain about 
its future. The ideological ramifications for the escalating technological 
wave prove slightly more difficult to predict. The remarkable truth 
about electronic media is its potential to act as both a liberating and 
oppressive force for the citizens of the US and worldwide consumers 
of its news. Audiences will play a vital role in shaping the impact of 
the digital age of journalism.

News publications thrive as a result of our readership, and so 
long as there is an audience for partisan news, personalised news, 
global news, and Americanised news, those categories of journalism 
will be published in abundance. Despite the media hierarchy set in 
place by the major US media corporations, we nonetheless retain the 
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ability to choose whether to narrow or expand our perception of the 
world given the vast plurality of news sources now available. The 
future of journalism could very well rest at a swipe of the finger. n
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The main problem with this review is 
that it is too long. You are unlikely to 
finish it, though I recommend that you 
do, as an act of defiance at the very 
least. You are almost certain not to 
reach its conclusion without distraction, 
be it from an email, a phone call, a piece 
of advertising, a hyperlink, or some 
other disturbance.

It’s your own shortcoming, but it’s 
not your own fault. Our attention spans 
are not what they once were; our 
capacity for deep reading — sustained 
engagement — is declining; and we are 
more susceptible than ever to the fleeting 
interruptions proffered by modern life.

That’s the contention of Nicholas Carr in The Shallows, a word of 
wariness, if not warning, about the effect of the internet on the human 
brain. Its central premise is that the web, by serving us the immediate, 
relevant, hyper-connected information we appear to crave, is changing 
the way we think, feel, and remember. And not necessarily for the better.

The introduction will be familiar to anyone who read Carr’s 2008 

Is technology sapping our attention span 
and ruining our concentration?
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Atlantic essay, “Is Google making us stupid?” He reckons he can feel 
his mind changing: more skittish, less able to concentrate, less inclined 
to stick with a text. “Over the past few years I’ve had an uncomfortable 
sense that someone, or something, has been tinkering with my brain, 
remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming the memory”, he writes.

This articulated a not insignificant well of self-doubt that I too had 
been harbouring about my relationship with the written word. Though 
I may read widely in the course of my job, my appetite for literature — 
once quite capacious — became muted in adolescence and never really 
recovered. And to immerse myself wholly in a book for pleasure — 
well, that is a rarity and a luxury.

I jubilantly empathised with the Sydney Morning Herald’s Josephine 
Tovey, something of a pin-up for budding journalists of my age, when 
she made the same admission in September. She could not remember 
the last time she had finished a novel cover to cover. “[Books] ask for 
an investment of time and disconnectedness from the moment that feels 
harder and harder and more and more counterintuitive with each new 
year and each new app”, she wrote.

I found myself confirming Carr’s thesis each time I stopped reading 
to scroll through Twitter, check emails, or refresh Facebook. Not that 
he needs my corroboration; there is plenty of evidence collated in the 
book to paint a fairly convincing picture of how technology is changing 
us.

A compelling example lies in the consolidation of memory. The 
notion that the web and its amenities “free up” space in the brain for 
other memories and data is wrong, Carr says. A long line of 
neuroscientific experiments, culminating in Eric Kandel’s work on sea 
slugs, show the effect of repetitive learning is to alter the concentration 
of neurotransmitters in the brain’s synapses and to create entirely new 
synapses. “The formation of long-term memories, in other words, 
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involves not only biochemical changes but anatomical ones.”

Recalling a memory consolidates it and makes it stronger, Carr 
says. If you outsource the task (to the web, for instance), you start 
outsourcing the means of production. It fits into a wider understanding 
of the brain as being similar to any other muscle: use it or lose it. 

Carr draws on other studies, including those of eye movements on 
search engines and the early use of computers in clinical psychology. A 
particularly interesting lesson is learned from a study of citations in 
academic journal articles from 1945 to 2005, conducted by sociologist 
James Evans from the University of Chicago. Rather than online 
journals making it easier for scholars to cite more works, Evans found 
authors were now citing fewer sources than before. Works that were 
cited also tended to be newer. He described it as a “narrowing of science 
and scholarship”.

There is a tendency for Carr to accentuate the negative, even though 
a large section of the book is dedicated to contextualising the web as 
but the latest instalment of humanity’s ongoing journey in 
communicative technologies. He notes Socrates’s distaste for writing, 
early panic around the printing press, fear of the typewriter and radio 
and television. Carr is aware of history’s mistakes and perhaps his own 
role, now, in perpetuating them. He quotes, quite deliberately, Umberto 
Eco’s summation of Socrates’s “eternal fear … that a new technological 
achievement could abolish or destroy something that we consider 
precious.”

There is also the question of opportunity cost. It may be true that 
the web marginally diminishes our capacity to convert short-term 
memory to long-term, and it may be the ruin of our concentration. But 
should that not be considered against the exponential increase of 
information now being accessed by web users worldwide? Google 
might not encourage us to read deeply but it does encourage us to read, 
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to search and investigate, to discover. The web empowers any individual 
to be more knowledgeable than previous generations could have ever 
imagined.

By now we are all painfully familiar with the toll that particular 
revolution has taken on the once-mighty custodians of knowledge, 
newspapers. As a person of considerable nostalgia for the rivers of gold 
I never got the chance to sail down, I feel this quite acutely, perhaps 
more so than even Jack Fuller, who can at least say he had a good run.

What is Happening to News is not a 
eulogy for the daily broadsheet, and is 
very much more optimistic than what 
one might expect from a man whose life 
has been newspapers and who edited 
one of America’s best (The Chicago 
Tribune) before becoming president of 
its publisher, the Tribune Company.

Fuller’s book starts with Walter 
Lippmann’s seminal text Liberty and 
the News, an early embodiment of what 
Fuller calls the Standard Model of 
Professional Journalism. This 
quintessentially American approach to 
news values objectivity, neutrality, 
dispassion, and disinterest. Fuller 
recounts Lippmann’s departure from 
those ideas in his later works, and by 
the same token, What is Happening to 
News appears to represent Fuller’s own gravitation away from the 
Standard Model toward something that can survive in the modern 
world.
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His thesis, like Carr’s, is rooted in a study of the brain. Fuller’s 
analysis is aimed at establishing a fairly intuitive but important 
principle: that rationality and emotion are interdependent and 
inseparable. “All would agree that the classical model of the mind is 
inaccurate in its assertion that the rational and the emotional are neatly 
and completely divided, one from the other”, he writes. “And all 
recognise that both play a role in good decision making.”

To an extent, Fuller argues, emotive storytelling has triumphed 
over the more conventional, drier, standard model. It “succeeds across 
all class lines and has attained wide legitimacy.” Today Walter Cronkite 
would be cancelled, as would Walter Lippmann, Fuller notes. And it’s 
comforting, in some ways, to know there are physiological explanations 
for the popularity of the tabloid and the prevalence of negative news. 

The book offers a compelling and welcome insight into our 
vulnerability to emotion and tricks of the mind such as the “availability 
bias”, but I’m not sure it will affect how I practise journalism or change 
what I understand good journalism to be. But if it is your position that 
the best journalism rejects emotion — soulless would be my 
characterisation — then this is an important read.

The book’s second half veers away from neuroscience and into a 
more theoretical discussion around technology’s impact on storytelling. 
Neither amount to a clear narrative about how the future of journalism 
might be improved or secured, though that could be expecting too 
much. 

The value of What is Happening to News lay in challenging myself 
to think critically about my own journalism. Fuller is an exceptional 
chronicler of the trade, and this is a book that draws as much upon 
philosophy, anecdote, and reportage as it does neuroscience in its effort 
to explain modern storytelling.
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Many of the recommendations in Fuller’s “new rhetoric” for news 
are logical consequences of the digital age that have already been 
implemented by newspapers. When targeting “news sophisticates” or 
elites, Fuller says mainstream media must continue to delineate between 
high and low, important and not. But for everyone else, “we have to 
take the audience as it is, not as we would wish it to be.”

Carr’s research makes me question the extent to which that 
seemingly obvious point holds. If it is true that the web can change the 
way we think, and that all previous mediums have done the same, then 
perhaps we as journalists have a role to play in crafting how our 
audience thinks. If journalism is essentially a “social mission”, as Fuller 
argues, then it must convince its consumers of that mission’s worth. 
The higher callings of journalism — political accountability, speaking 
truth to power — must not be considered as only in the interests of the 
elite. We must accept the audience but not abandon all hope of 
influencing it.

Congratulations on staying the course, too. n
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Many Australians misunderstand the ANZUS 
Treaty. Even those who should know better, including 
ministers, senior ministerial advisers, academics, and 
commentators, have either overstated or understated its 
significance. Simply put, the US–Australia alliance has 
meant different things to different people. 

To some, it represents a blank cheque for Washington 
to honour and for Canberra to fill in an unconditional 
and unqualified manner. To others, it’s a commitment 
merely to consult, accompanied by only a vapid 
declaration of intent to act. 

To some, it’s a reason for Australia to make only a 
token defence effort, since ANZUS is thought to be a sure 
and certain guard in all circumstances against defeat in 
war. To others, it’s a monkey on our backs, pushing us 
into unnecessary embroilment in another nation’s 
conflicts. 

The utility of ANZUS
The US alliance is undoubtedly a palladium for Australia 

By Michael Cook
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To some, it’s a safeguard against the resurrection of a defeated 
and occupied past enemy. To others, it’s a commitment to go to the 
defence of that former foe. To some, it’s a cast-iron guarantee of 
safety. To others, it’s a scrap of paper blowing in the winds of changing 
circumstances, executive fickleness, and legislative waywardness. 

To some, it’s an insurance policy against disaster. To others, it’s a 
means not of compensating for the consequences of disaster but a 
policy of deterrence: to avert disaster or at least limit disaster’s harm. 

To some, it’s a shutting of the back door against an enemy, which 
sees an opportunity when Australia’s forces are engaged on the other 
side of the world. To others, it’s a front door to involvement in 
something we would rather stay out of. And to some, it’s a means of 
keeping our independence. To others, it’s subjugation to subservience.

The reality is that ANZUS, far from being legally enforceable, is 
a political agreement, at most a binding of oath. 

By engaging each party to the same obligations and commitments, 
it leaves to each the determination, as particular circumstances arise, 
of the meaning each gives to the treaty’s terms (such as “Pacific Area”, 
and “armed attack”) and of the content each gives to the treaty’s 
commitments (such as to “act to meet the common danger” and to 
develop the capacity to resist armed attack “by continuous and 
effective self-help and mutual aid”).

Of course, no security treaty can be too precise and detailed in its 
terms, in particular by laying down in advance how each party will 
react and act when the time comes. Circumstances all too often 
change. Moreover, no party, in an alliance of truly independent states, 
can prescribe in detail, let alone in advance, the precise reaction of 
another party; the power of national decision-making is a prerogative 
of sovereignty.
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So ANZUS does not give Australia that certainty of Washington’s 
reaction in our time of trouble to justify thinking that the US is our 
guarantor. It is not bound in law and certainty to do exactly as we 
want or expect in making up for our inability to meet our prime 
national obligation to preserve our territorial integrity and political 
independence.

Is that to say that the US commitments under ANZUS, including 
the commitment to “act to meet the common danger”, are valueless 
in deterring armed attack against Australia, or in helping us to prepare 
for it, or in fighting it should deterrence fail? Was the Marine band at 
the formal signing of the ANZUS Treaty by the three parties in San 
Francisco in September 1951 adding a note of realism by playing two 
currently popular songs “I’ve Got Plenty of Nothing” and “It Ain’t 
Necessarily So”?

The answer to both questions is no. The likelihood is that the US 
would come to our aid if Australia were attacked. After all, since any 
attack would amount to a violation of our territorial integrity or 
political independence, the US would probably already be involved, 
as in the Pacific War, and in view of the 2012 US decision to station 
Marines in Darwin for six months every year. And if not already 
involved, the US would not wish to see Australia sink. Neither would 
it wish to unnerve its many other allies around the world by failing to 
come wholeheartedly to the safeguarding of a treaty partner.

Still, whether in circumstances of our direst peril or of something 
somewhat short of that, the actual content the US gave to its ANZUS 
commitment “to act to meet the common danger” would be for 
Washington to determine in all the circumstances at the time. And in 
reaching its decision, it would have regard not alone to Australia’s 
wishes as to the speed, composition, and purposes of the US’s action 
but also, and perhaps primarily, to many other considerations.
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For one thing, the source, nature, and severity of the threat to 
Australia and to America’s own security would need to be considered. 
Not to mention the extent to which Australia was capable of handling 
the situation on its own. 

Other factors worth considering include whether we had done 
enough in developing our own military capabilities to satisfy our 
ANZUS Article II commitment to engage in “continuous and effective 
self-help”, or were free riders relying on the US to bail us out of the 
spot we had got ourselves into by our own inadequacies. Or whether 
Washington thought we were acting sensibly or had brought the 
situation down on our own heads by having adopted foolish and 
unnecessarily provocative policies. 

Or whether we had been emboldened into over-tough policies by 
convincing ourselves that the US, whatever the circumstances, would 
always come to our rescue should we get in over our heads. Or 
whether the US thought the outcome we wanted was in accord with 
reality and US interests. Or how acceptably we had acted in the past 
when the US had been in trouble. Or where else in the world, and to 
what extent, the US was already militarily involved, or likely soon to 
be. Washington would also need to bear in mind the effect on its other 
alliances if it were to decide to leave us on our own or even in what 
we considered to be a lurch. 

And yet, despite these legitimate considerations, ANZUS 
undoubtedly ensures Australia’s protection. 

“The Australian effort in East Timor in 
1999 could not have been mounted and 
sustained without US logistical help.”



Michael Cook

American 51 Review

CoverSTORY

While ANZUS is not and cannot be a true guarantee that each 
party in some future circumstance will do exactly as the other wants 
or expect — and while the Treaty is not and cannot be an insurance 
policy — ANZUS is clearly a powerful deterrent to prospective 
enemies. While Australia cannot be certain beforehand exactly what 
content the US will give to its Article IV commitment to “act to meet 
the common danger”, neither can a prospective enemy.

A prospective enemy must be well aware of the extremely large 
US capabilities, both from the size of its economy and its unmatched 
ability to use force, notably because of its nuclear weapons, great 
maritime strategic mobility, extraordinary intelligence collection 
means, superior command and control communications, and large 
logistic capability

That last is often undervalued. But as German field marshal Erwin 
Rommel, elaborating somewhat on Napoleon’s “an army marches on 
its stomach”, wrote: “The battle is fought and decided by the 
quartermasters before the shooting begins”. It’s a truth his masters 
(though not Dwight Eisenhower’s) failed to understand. The ratio of 
combatants to non-combatants in the German army was two-to-one, 
whereas the corresponding US ratio in the European theatre was one-
to-two. The corresponding figures in the Pacific theatre were Japan 
one-to-one, the US one-to-eighteen.

Moreover, the US not only devotes more than others to logistics 
manpower, it has extraordinary assets in strategic and tactical lift by 
air and sea. Former Australian prime minister John Howard 
unavailingly asked for “US boots on the ground” in the East Timor 
operation in 1999, but the Australian effort, despite Timor being so 
geographically close, could not have been mounted and sustained 
without US logistical help — as well as intelligence, communications  
and political  help — and with three US ships just over the horizon, 
one with 600 Marines aboard. So what the US can bring to the table 
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is much more than weaponry and armed forces. 

Still, some argue that a large defect in the Treaty is that when a 
Party suffers an armed attack its Treaty ally is not required to bring 
its armed forces into combat. The US can, however, give extraordinarily 
useful content to its legally binding commitment to act to meet the 
common danger. East Timor in 1999 comes to mind here, but there 
are two more examples.

During Konfrontasi, in 1963 Washington and Canberra accepted 
that ANZUS did not apply because the Australian forces engaged in 
Malaysia against Indonesia were not being subjected to Treaty “armed 
attack”. From the outset, though, Washington made clear to Jakarta 
that the US was firmly against what it was bent on doing, and 
frequently reminded Indonesia of the existence of ANZUS and of the 
possibility of US action under it if Indonesia went too far. That 
political pressure made plain that the US was an ANZUS party, not a 
disinterested party intent on brokering a peaceful solution, and that 
bolstered the diplomatic spine of Australia. By March 1965, according 
to the diplomatic historian Matthew Jones’s Conflict and 
Confrontation in South East Asia, 1961–65, President Lyndon 
Johnson had come to the conclusion that: 

“At the end of the day, should it become necessary, he would 
be ready for major war against Indonesia, if she raises the 
stakes too high … When asked if this was because of ANZUS, 
Secretary of State Dean Rusk replied in the affirmative, adding 
‘and because of our relationship with you. We will back you 
if necessary to the hilt’.” 

When people evaluate the ANZUS Treaty, they almost always 
focus on the Article IV commitment by the parties to “act to meet the 
common danger”. But perhaps even more useful to Australia is Article 
II: the commitment by the Parties to engage in “continuous and 
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effective self-help and mutual aid” in order to “maintain and develop 
their individual and collective capacity to resist armed attack”.

For Australia has done well in satisfying its commitment to 
“mutual aid”. We’ve hosted some half-dozen joint Australia–US 
defence facilities (some with several separate installations), even 
though they were and are nuclear targets because they are of such 
defence and intelligence-gathering value to the US and Australia. And 
we’ve provided combat and political help to the US in non-Pacific 
Area theatres, such as the Gulf in 1990–91, Iraq in 2003–09 and 
Afghanistan since 2001. 

For its part, the US has done much of wide value for Australia by 
way of mutual aid. After all, it has provided most of the equipment 
for the joint facilities and shared much of the product. It provided the 
political and logistical help for the (non-ANZUS) East Timor 
stabilisation operation led by Australia. It provided political and, in 
the end, threatened help in Konfrontasi. More recently, President 
Barack Obama’s decision to station up to 2,500 US Marines in 
northern Australia for six months every year on a rotational basis has 
upgraded the alliance. 

Beyond all that, without ANZUS, as Rod Lyon of the Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute has pointed out:

“A host of military–to-military activities would disappear. 
Included among these would be the opportunity to train and 
exercise with the world’s most advanced conventional power, 
Australian access to high-technology military equipment and 
high-quality intelligence, interoperability between the two 
nations’ forces and access to key space support services for 
the ADF … [and the opportunity for] each of the Services to 
work closely with its US counterpart to maximise the practical 
benefits of cooperation. 
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[Were these things] to disappear, Australia’s military 
capabilities would be profoundly affected. The ADF would 
be a mere shadow of its current self. It would have few 
opportunities to exploit technological “edges” in order to 
help offset its small size. The arrangements that have developed 
under the ANZUS umbrella have been instrumental in 
allowing Australia to deploy some of the attributes of powers 
larger than we are.”

So, quite apart from the benefits and limitations of the Treaty, the 
US is simply essential for our security.

Our security circumstances are not a function of propinquity. 
They are to be found not only in our vicinity but also in “our” region 
of South-East Asia and the south-west Pacific (such as the attempt by 
communist North Vietnam, backed by the Soviet Union and China, 
to take over South Vietnam and probably to go on to topple other 
South-East Asian countries, notably Thailand), in North Asia (such as 
the attempt by North Korea, backed by the Soviet Union and China, 
to take over South Korea), in the Middle East (such as the attempt by 
Iraq to absorb Kuwait and its oil and probably to go on in due course 
to Saudi Arabia), and in Europe (such as the expansionist attempts of 
Germany in the two World Wars and of the Soviet Union in the Cold 
War).

If those European security circumstances had gone the other way, 
Australia’s territorial integrity and political independence would have 
come to an end. If those security circumstances elsewhere had gone 
the other way, the result for Australia would not have been so 
cataclysmic or immediate. Still, Australia’s security circumstances 
would have been seriously worsened, making problems for our future. 

So the shape of the world, not just the shape of what is 
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comparatively near, matters profoundly to Australia. Our problem, 
though, is that we are at present too economically and militarily small 
to be able to influence fundamentally our security circumstances near 
or afar. 

Fortunately, the US exists with the same interest in the shape of 
the world and the same need to prevent serious deterioration in its 
security circumstances lest the defence of its territorial integrity and 
political independence become necessary. It is also fortunate that the 
US decidedly does have the various means, and has shown it is 
prepared to use them, to influence markedly the shape of the world. 
So Australia’s problem is largely solved by the existence of the US. 
And in helping Washington in its efforts, Canberra is helping itself.

Australia is fortunate that the US, although still the world’s 
leading power in every dimension, is not and cannot be the world’s 
hegemon, able to impose its will and leadership all across the globe. 
If that were the case, a country would need to be both the paramount 
military power in Eurasia, and the world’s paramount naval and 
naval-air and space power. The US can only ever be one of those two 
powers. So it cannot rule the world and tell us what to do as though 
it were the Soviet Union and the rest of us were its satellites.

The value to Australia of the ANZUS Treaty lies not just in 
Articles IV and II but also in Article III (the joint commitment to 
consult when danger threatens any Party’s “territorial integrity, 
political independence, or security”) and in Article VII (establishing a 
council of ministers, now known as AUSMIN, of which Australian 
External Affairs Minister Richard Casey said in his ANZUS statement 
to Parliament in July 1951 was “no less important than the mutual 
defence obligation and perhaps of even greater long-range 
signification”).

Indeed, even before ANZUS came into being in 1951, External 
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Affairs Minister Percy Spender in September 1950 called on President 
Harry Truman to try to get his support for “some regional security 
arrangement, with a reproduction in substance of Article 5 of the 
Atlantic Treaty”. But the purpose of any such arrangement, Spender 
told Truman, was not just, or even principally, to get a US guarantee 
of Australia’s security but to get Australian membership of an 
“organised political body … for determining global strategy … The 
point, I reiterated more than once, was that since Australian lives 
would be involved in any world war … Australia was entitled to a 
fair say in the determination of the events upon which war, or no war, 
might depend”. In particular “Australia was entitled to a voice in 
determining the course of events … in the whole area of the western 
Pacific.”

Articles III and VII did not quite give Australia all that to which 
Spender averred we were entitled. Yet it is fair to say that current 
arrangements for annual meetings of the Australian and US foreign 
and defence ministers — and the fullness, frankness, and wide range 
of Australian–US political, defence, and intelligence exchanges 
throughout the year — come pretty close to reflecting Spender’s 
vision.

Of course, how attentively Australia is listened to in Washington, 
how much influence it is accorded, cannot be asserted but has to be 
earned — by the significance of our military, political, and policy 
contribution to the joint effort led, and inevitably mainly fashioned, 
by the US. Our place in Washington has to be constantly earned, not 
just by past efforts.

Moreover, it has to be earned without our losing our independence 
of judgement and of decision-making as to what is in Australia’s 
national interest. Neither do we want to end up in Tacitus’s trap: 
Subjectos nos habuit tamquam suos, viles ut alienos — he has little 
regard for us because we have surrendered ourselves, and he keeps us 
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under his thumb as if we were his to order about.

One final point: our relationship with the US through ANZUS is 
helpful outside the strict area of security and defence. Other countries 
growing fast in many aspects of power might pose no current military 
threat to our security or defence but be quite capable of using their 
power to increase their international influence and to advance their 
foreign policy and national security priorities in other ways.

In particular, power in its various forms, including military 
muscle-flexing; diplomatic pressure; or financial inducements through 
loans, investments, and commercial enticements could be used to 
persuade and in effect bribe others, less powerful in themselves and 
in their connections, and so more pliable, into shaping their internal 
and external policies to accommodate the interests and wishes of the 
more powerful.

If Australia were to be subjected to such coercive pressures by a 
rising power, the structure of our alliance relationship with the US 
would make us less vulnerable even if the circumstances were not 
such as to call for forcible US intervention on our behalf. Bear this in 
mind before critics of the alliance casually and cynically dismiss the 
Treaty’s significance. n
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It is beginning to seem strange not that the US political system is 
breaking down, but that a constitution so extremely complex, so 
loaded with checks and balances and possibilities of obstruction, can 
ever have worked in the first place — let alone provided the frame for 
one of the most successful economies and polities the world has ever 
seen.

 And it did not always work. In the decade before 1861, it broke 
down into civil war over the issue of slavery — with the borders of 
the Confederacy largely following those of the hard-line Republican 

The US as a crumbling 
pre-modern political system

The budget shenanigans show Washington 
is highly dysfunctional
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states opposing President Barack Obama today. 

For most of the century and a half since, however, some mixture of 
Union victory in the Civil War, the steady growth of the US economy, 
and the discipline provided by the struggle against communism 
allowed rival factions of US political elites to manage the system. 

Breakdown might have occurred over Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 
New Deal — the extreme Republican opposition to FDR was just as 
ideological as that of the Tea Party to Obama today — but the depth 
of the economic crisis, and the consequent strength of Roosevelt’s 
majorities, were such that hard-line Republicans were overwhelmed, 
and moderates co-opted, for more than four decades. 

Obama has a respectable mandate, though nothing remotely like 
FDR’s. In fact, the Democrats won a small majority of the democratic 
vote not only for the Presidency and the Senate, but the House of 
Representatives as well. Republicans have a majority of seats 
in the House due only to the drawing of district borders by state 
governments; yet this, together with the powers given to a Republican-
dominated Supreme Court, the power of a minority in the Senate to 
block legislation, and the colossal over-representation of conservative 
white states in the Senate, has allowed them to paralyse much of 
government in the US.

The Republicans in Congress have been willing to create this 
danger for their country because, in many states, an ultra-radical Tea 

“The US today perhaps resembles 
more closely France in the decades 

before the revolution of 1789.”
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Party minority, representing a conservative middle class maddened 
by a decline in its social, economic, cultural, and racial world that it 
cannot account for rationally, has seized control of the party at local 
level. 

In a more straightforward democratic system, the white 
conservative middle class would be forced to compromise (or, in some 
parts of the world, resort to armed revolt) in the face of changing 
demographic realities. The US constitution not only allows them to 
conduct a ferocious and seemingly endless rearguard action, but in 
the process, to endanger the US and world economies.

Samuel Huntington put his finger on part of the reason for the 
peculiar nature of the US system when he wrote of the US (in his 
1968 book Political Order in Changing Societies) as an essentially 
pre-modern polity, with a medieval system’s intense fragmentation of 
power: 

“The principal elements of the English constitution were exported 
to the new world, took root there, and were given new life precisely 
at the time that they were being abandoned in the home country”, he 
noted. “They were essentially Tudor and hence significantly medieval 
in character ... The institutional framework established in 1787 has, 
in turn, changed remarkably little in 175 years.”

In fact, the only time a medieval king or US president is really 
free to make policy is in time of war — assuming that he can create 
enough public alarm and anger to get parliament to pay for it.

But of course, the US is not a medieval state with a tiny government 
and standing army. It is a modern state with a huge bureaucracy, 
enormous military, network of state institutions, and, most of all, 
immensely costly systems of social welfare and medical support which 
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are now regarded as rights by those very conservative middle classes 
who refuse to provide the taxes to pay for them.

In this way, the US today perhaps resembles more closely France 
in the decades before the revolution of 1789. In terms of underlying 
resources, France was by far the strongest single country in Europe, 
the homeland of the international language of the era, with the largest 
economy, the largest population, and the most prestigious culture. It 
also had colossal geopolitical ambitions in Europe and beyond.

Yet the French state was incapable of harnessing these resources 
for national ends. Over the decades, the monarchy had bought support 
or reduced opposition on the part of regional nobles and merchants by 
exempting them from a great range of taxes in effect creating a giant 
system of subsidies for the French elites. These “rights” of the elites 
not to be taxed were in turn defended by the regional parlements, 
bodies representing the local elites which blocked fiscal reforms and 
increased taxes in the name of resistance to “royal tyranny”. 

The result was to wreck the state’s ability to raise money, repeated 
fiscal crises, the growing economic and military eclipse of France 
by Britain, the loss of French America, and, eventually, the French 
Revolution. For by 1789 not only had the parliaments and the regional 
elites wrecked the financial basis of the French state, their incessant 
and hysterical propaganda about the wickedness, oppression, greed, 
and corruption of the royal government played a key part in destroying 
the legitimacy of the monarchy in the population. The regional elites 
thought that they would be able to lead the revolution that followed. 
Instead, they were among its first victims.

 The US is nowhere near revolution. Still, it is impossible not to 
view developments there without foreboding. As far as I can see, the 
only thing that could overcome the resistance of radical conservatives 
in the Republican Party and allow a deep reform of the US system 
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would be a combination of economic crisis and outside threat on the 
scale of the 1930s — hardly a medicine to be desired, and one that 
would bring catastrophic dangers for the US and the world. 

If, on the other hand, the US system continues to stagger on from 
crisis to crisis, the result will be to undermine the prestige of the 
democratic ideal in the world — an ideal of which the US has always 
been the greatest exemplar and standard bearer. In the short run, this 
may strengthen authoritarian states like Russia and China. In the 
longer run, it will increase the likelihood that should these regimes 
eventually fall, they will be replaced not by liberal democracies but 
by new and perhaps worse systems of authoritarian nationalism and 
populism. Remembering how crucial the US has been to freedom in 
the world over the past century, I pray that none of this will be the 
case, but prayer is not enough. Something needs to be done, and done 
quite urgently. n
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Most debate on Detroit so far has discussed how that city, once the car 
capital of the world, became the urban ruin it is today. Less asked is the 
real question: What in the world do we do now for or with Detroit? 
Does it have a future? Should it have a future? What, if anything, does 
the rest of the United States owe Detroit and its people? And how should 
we think about Detroit? 

These are important questions, because they go beyond Detroit. The 
Motor City is only the biggest of a number of post-industrial Midwestern 
cities that have been dying for years. These include other auto-making 
cities like Flint, Michigan, or steel centres like Cleveland and Youngstown 

What does America owe Detroit?
Not much: the post-industrial city should be 
left to create its own future from the ashes
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in Ohio, or Gary in Indiana. 

All have lost more than half their population. All have the highest 
unemployment rates and highest dropout rates in the nation. All existed 
to serve an industry or company that has gone away. All survive almost 
as archaeological sites, with streets of ruined homes and downtowns, 
once humming, that echo eerily in their emptiness.

All except Youngstown are majority African-American. As with so 
many American issues, race is the background noise that can drown out 
all else. 

The details of Detroit’s 60-year decline are well known by now. All 
the usual suspects are guilty as charged. They include the incompetence 
of the car companies, the unaffordable victories of the labour unions, 
the lack of a diversified economy, massive political corruption, white 
flight, black misrule, ruinous race riots, the invasion of Japanese auto 
companies, and, now, globalisation.

Recently, the state of Michigan took over the city and appointed 
an emergency manager, leaving city officials with offices but no power. 
Faced with $18 billion in civic debt and no way to pay it, the emergency 
manager put Detroit into bankruptcy. So far, no one has been paid, but 
bankruptcy lawyers and consultants have already charged the city nearly 
$20 million for their high-priced labour. Creditors have even suggested 
selling off the Van Goghs and Monets in the Detroit Institute of Art to 
pay down the debt. 

In the meantime, Kwame Kilpatrick, the next-to-last mayor, is about 
to start a 28-year prison sentence for corruption. 

That’s where Detroit stands, or rather, staggers. 

So, what now? 
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Naturally, Detroiters hope that the state or federal government 
will ride to the rescue, as Washington did with the bailout of the auto 
companies in 2009. The Obama administration has offered $300 million 
in aid, which amounts to a few coins in the city’s begging bowl. 

Which brings us back to the original question: what, if anything, do 
the state and the country owe Detroit? And how should we think about 
Detroit? 

Detroit, like almost every town and city, exists for some economic 
reason. Every place began life as a mining town, or a farm town, or a 
port, or a factory town. Basically, cities are born as labour pools. 

If the economic reason is strong enough, people who came to work 
stay to build houses and schools and churches. Some places become 
economic powerhouses and become real cities, with universities, theatres, 
museums like the Detroit Institute. 

But in economics, nothing lasts forever. Sooner or later, the mine 
plays out or the port silts up or the factory closes. When that happens, 
the town or city must reinvent itself, must find a new economic raison 
d’etre. 

The great cities of history have reinvented themselves time and again. 
Other cities failed to do so, and either vanished or became backwaters. 

The Midwest today is littered with old factory towns, basically 
unemployed, shrinking, and shriveled. They won’t disappear, of course, 
but they’ll become backwaters, losing their best young people, occupied 
by the poorest and least educated who wash up there because they can’t 
afford to live anywhere else. 

That describes Detroit today. 
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The city, which once had 2 million people, holds only 700,000 
today, and is shrinking fast. At least half are unemployed. Crime and 
drugs predominate. Only one in four boys graduates high school in the 
required four years. Virtually none emerge with skills tuned to the global 
economy.

In short, it’s a toxic place to live or raise children. 

Amid the wreckage, life stirs. Young artists attracted by cheap 
rents are moving in. Unemployed Detroiters whose ancestors fled the 
sharecropping economy of the South are digging up vacant lots to 
plant subsistence-level urban farms. There’s a small gambling-based 
entertainment zone called Greektown: three of Detroit’s 20 biggest 
employers are casinos. 

Most ambitiously, a local businessman, Dan Gilbert, has moved 
the headquarters of his company, Quicken Loans, into downtown 
Detroit. In addition, he has invested $1 billion already into downtown 
redevelopment and promises a light rail system and other projects. 

Some of this will take root. It will take more than philanthropy, 
but Gilbert may revive the two square miles of downtown. Other 
entrepreneurs, attracting by the cheapness or challenge, will move in. 

The other 140 square miles of the sprawling, emptying city will be 
largely abandoned. Detroit is a pioneer in what has become known as 
the “shrinking city policy”. Empty homes will be razed, police stations 
and schools will vanish, neighbourhoods will be returned to forest 
and parkland. This will take a long time, plus money: it’s surprisingly 
expensive to tear down a city. 

The goal now should not be to prop up the existing city and support 
its 700,000 residents. The realistic goal is to shrink the place to a size, 
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maybe 200,000 or so, that can live decently on whatever economy 
emerges from the ashes. 

So the answer to our question — what does America owe Detroit — 
is: not much. In these straitened times, the country and Michigan have 
vital needs — in infrastructure and education — but a limited amount of 
money that can be better spent somewhere else than in Detroit. 

Most Detroiters should be encouraged to leave. The state should 
help the city work out its bankruptcy. Beyond that, Detroit should be 
left to create its own future.

The rest is archaeology. n
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The advantage any student of history 
has over the objects of her study is that 
she already knows how their story ends. 
The actors under scrutiny, however, are 
operating blind. This lack of 
precognition provides a critical context 
for Fear Itself, Ira Katznelson’s 
sprawling account of the United States 
during the Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
Harry S Truman presidencies.

“The only thing we have to fear”, 
in Roosevelt’s inaugural formulation, 
was fear itself, and it’s tempting to 
imagine that this heroic stoicism was 
characteristic of the populace of the 
period. The greatest generation, as 
journalist Tom Brokaw later dubbed 
them, was that who overcame the Great Depression and defeated 
fascism, affirming the US as a democratic and economic world power 
nonpareil. 

Instead the period might be better characterised as one ruled by — 
in Roosevelt’s words — “nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror” 
during which it was hardly apparent that democracy was equipped to 

How FDR saved liberal democracy by compromising on it

Pulling back from the brink

Fear Itself: The New Deal 
and the Origins of Our Time
by Ira Katznelson
Liveright, 2013
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survive the level of economic catastrophe unleashed after the crash of 
1929. Nations across Europe were succumbing to, in the form of 
Mussolini’s fascism, Hitler’s Nazism, and the Bolsheviks’ communism, 
confident new modes of governance, and politicians and intellectuals 
in the US feared constitutional democracy was too leaden and 
unresponsive to compete. The Pearl Harbor bombing would bring war 
to the soil of the United States and the US’s atomic attacks on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki unleashed the prospect of nuclear annihilation. For the 
paranoid, fear itself could be found anywhere.

Katznelson purports to detail how the New Deal — here used in its 
expansive definition as a description of the two decades of Democratic 
Party rule between the elections of Presidents Roosevelt and Dwight 
Eisenhower — saved liberal democracy as a viable form of government, 
but there’s little triumphalism in his telling. In Katznelson’s eyes, the 
New Deal was necessary and admirable as well as intrinsically 
compromised. To prove the enduring resilience of the American form 
of government, Roosevelt and Truman had to align themselves with 
profoundly illiberal interests both domestically and internationally.

Much of Fear Itself, and, indeed, its strongest sections, is not 
concerned with the presidency at all; this is a history bound by the 
tenures of two presidents yet focused tightly on Congress. Of particular 
importance is the role of the institution’s faction of Southern Democrats.

The South of the time was deeply Democratic and intensely anti-
democratic: Katznelson describes a 1938 Mississippi election in which, 
from a population of two million — 49 per cent of which were African 
American — just 35,439 votes were cast. The state returned its seven 
white Democrats to the House, all re-elected unopposed.

Without the burden of competitive elections and with an overriding 
interest in maintaining white supremacy, Southern Democrats amassed 
great power within their party and in Congress itself. When Democrats 
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lost seats nationally, the party’s safe Southern seats accounted for an 
even greater portion of its caucus. When the party won, the Southerners 
used their seniority and parliamentary expertise to align the party’s 
interests with their own.

Contemporary liberals like to imagine that cutting deals with 
Southern racists was an unavoidable price Democrats paid to construct 
the modern welfare state, but during the 1930s, the Southern racists 
were the liberals.

Consider Senator Theodore Biblo, a colourful and contemptible 
Mississippian and a proud Klansman, who was one of Roosevelt’s most 
fervent supporters. He campaigned tirelessly for the interests of the 
poor against the rich, but had no compunction about, for instance, 
accusing Eleanor Roosevelt of compelling “Southern girls to use the 
stools and toilets of damn syphilitic nigger women.” President Roosevelt, 
for his part, was careful not to disrupt his coalition; he refused to 
criticise a Senate filibuster of a 1934 anti-lynching bill on the grounds 
that “I’ve got to get legislation passed by Congress to save America … 
If I come out for the anti-lynching bill, [the Southerners] will block 
every bill I ask Congress to pass to keep America from collapsing.”

The result was a welfare state carefully constructed to enable the 
former Confederacy to do as much as possible to exclude its black 
citizens from any of the benefits it bestowed. Maids and farmworkers, 
for instance, were excluded from key New Deal programs because two-
thirds of Southern black employees fell into one of those groups. During 
the war, vast numbers of active service members were prevented from 
voting due to Southern pettifoggery aimed at maintaining black 
disenfranchisement.

The product of the South’s peculiarities didn’t end at US borders, 
either. Although Nazi Germany initially saw Southerners as fellow 
traffickers in racial prejudice, the South provided some of the most 
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enthusiastic opposition against isolationism in the lead-up to the war. 
After Germany had been defeated, Southern congressmen worked hard 
to maintain spending on military bases beneath the Mason-Dixon, 
solidifying the expansion of the federal American state and further 
shifting defence oversight from the legislative to the executive branch.

Katznelson’s survey of the period is, fittingly for an account of two 

decades and a body as unruly as Congress, expansive and multifarious. 
His thesis, while convincing, doesn’t sit together as elegantly as that of 
a more focused work might: is the Roosevelt administration’s embrace 
of central planning, echoing the autocratic regimes in Germany, Italy, 
and the Soviet Union, really of a piece with the compromises in principle 
the US made with Southern segregationists or against judicial due 
process during wartime? The American fascination with icons of the 
Mussolini dictatorship during the 1920s and ’30s is embarrassing, but 
hardly of enduring import like the Allies’ willingness to overlook Soviet 
human rights abuses to sustain fair trials at Nuremburg after the war.

For the most part, Katznelson handles the thickets of legislative 
negotiation adroitly, though his nonetheless important discussion of 
the expanding role of the American state is at times waylaid into 
tedium. Even so, this is a thought-provoking section; Katznelson 
appears disappointed Roosevelt’s earlier efforts at central planning 
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were watered down, but conservatives and libertarians will find much 
to enjoy about the connections he draws between increased federal 
spending and the risk of interest-group capture.

But if Fear Itself occasionally seems overwhelmed by the immensity 
of its subject matter, this is only because it is concerned with a period 
in American history genuinely overwhelming, both in scale and 
influence. The United States that Herbert Hoover left in 1933 was a 
very different place to the one Harry S Truman handed over in 1953, 
and no single work could fully tell the story of that shift. Fear Itself is 
an important addition to the scholarship of this era and opens up new 
dimensions on a period of history trod many times over. n
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Study the careers of the Republican 
presidents of the 20th century and you’ll 
find that, with the exception of Ronald 
Reagan, nearly all were champions of 
strong centralised government. Richard 
Nixon, in his domestic policy, continued 
the Great Society programs of Lyndon 
Johnson that dramatically expanded the 
welfare state. Dwight Eisenhower 
accepted — and slightly enlarged — 
FDR’s New Deal. Herbert Hoover, 
although less statist than Franklin 
Roosevelt, was nonetheless a proponent 
of vigorous national government that 
included high import tariff barriers. 
Theodore Roosevelt, while culturally 
conservative, nonetheless thought a 
strong, centralised federal government 
was necessary to check the excesses of corporations.

Supporters of limited government have had two Republican 
presidents to admire: Warren Harding (1921–23) and Calvin Coolidge 
(1923–29). Although Harding has his fans, his attorney general, Harry 
Daugherty, and his interior secretary, Albert B. Fall, both resigned after 
journalists discovered that oil companies paid bribes to obtain the 

The budget-cutting, small-government inter-war president has 
emerged as a role model for today’s conservative Republicans

A new take on Coolidge

Coolidge
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rights to government reserves in California and the Teapot Dome region 
of Wyoming. Fall was subsequently convicted of bribery and served 
nine months in jail, becoming the first Cabinet member convicted of a 
felony.

Because the Harding administration was stained by corruption, 
today’s conservatives have shown a strong interest in the ideas of Calvin 
Coolidge (1872–1933), who was as devoted as Harding to reducing 
the size and power of the state but whose six years in office were free 
of scandal.

Amity Shlaes, a syndicated columnist and a program officer at the 
George W. Bush Institute, does a good job in showing today’s readers 
why Coolidge’s life and ideas matter. She successfully persuades her 
readers that Coolidge was a very good president thanks largely to his 
outstanding treasury secretary, Andrew W. Mellon.

Shlaes, whose previous book, The Forgotten Man, was a history of 
America in the 1930s, is very good at describing economic ideas but 
weaker at portraying character. She is not helped by Coolidge’s flinty 
reticence. His nickname was “Silent Cal”, and a joke about Coolidge, 
perhaps apocryphal, was that a woman confronted Coolidge at a party 
and said that she bet she could get him to speak more than three words, 
only to be told: “You lose”.

Coolidge’s reserve extended to his papers. “I have never been hurt 
by what I have not said”, Coolidge once remarked, and he made sure 
that his presidential papers, now at the Library of Congress, were 
thoroughly sanitised. Until 1978, presidential papers were the personal 
property of the president, and it’s clear that Coolidge and his wife, 
Grace, destroyed much of Coolidge’s presidential archive.

But because of Coolidge’s emotional restraint, there’s much about 
his life we don’t know. For example, Coolidge died of a heart attack at 
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the age of 61. But Shlaes, other than a few references to Coolidge’s 
smoking, offers no reasons why he died so young.

Calvin Coolidge was born in Plymouth, Vermont, in 1872. After he 
graduated from Amherst College, Coolidge spent a few years practicing 
corporate law and two years as mayor of Northampton, Massachusetts. 
In 1910 he was elected to the Massachusetts legislature and then began 
his slow ascent in Massachusetts politics, becoming lieutenant governor 
in 1916 and governor in 1918.

Events in September 1919 made Coolidge a national figure. The 
Boston police force decided to unionise and went on strike for higher 
wages and a reduction in hours. Coolidge, working with Boston police 
commissioner Edwin Curtis, fired all the striking police and brought in 
state militia and private guards to maintain order until new police 
could be hired. “There is no right to strike against the public safety by 
anyone, anywhere, any time”, Coolidge wrote to labor leader Samuel 
Gompers.

Warren G. Harding, the Republican presidential candidate in 1920, 
found Coolidge’s toughness attractive, and Coolidge became vice-
president after Harding’s victory in the 1920 elections. But once elected 
vice-president, Coolidge had little to do. He lived in the Willard Hotel, 
which prohibited guests — including vice-presidents — from owning 
animals. Coolidge and his wife’s chief leisure activity was spending 
hours at a time feeding the hotel mice. 

In August 1923 Harding died, probably from a heart attack, causing 
Coolidge to become president. The Nation, a left-wing weekly magazine, 
declared that the presidency “has fallen into the hands of a man so 
cold, so narrow, so reactionary, so uninspiring, and so unenlightened” 
and “who has done less to earn it, than Calvin Coolidge.”

Coolidge was to prove The Nation wrong. He asked every 
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government department to cut its budget, and then cut some more. As 
a result, the federal budget went into surplus of $100 million in 1925 
and $300 million in 1926. Treasury Secretary Andrew W. Mellon 
pursued what he called “scientific taxation”, and continued to 
successfully push for lower tax rates, thinking that people would spend 
or save more if they paid less in taxes.

Prosperity ensured an easy victory for Coolidge in 1924 over 
Democratic candidate John W. Davis. Coolidge then spent his only full 
term in office cutting the budget even more. As a result, the federal 
budget continued to be in surplus, and the national debt was cut from 
$28 billion to $19 billion. Mellon’s tax policies, Shlaes notes, “could 
relieve some spending, bring down the debt, and foster prosperity.”

As a president, the stern and silent Coolidge is a hard man to like. 
“His chief feat”, H.L. Mencken caustically observed in an obituary, 
“was to sleep more than any other president.” But in an age where 
presidents of both parties feel compelled to create grand schemes to 
remake the world, a president whose only goal was to quietly shrink 
the state gains new lustre. While Amity Shlaes is not entirely persuasive, 
she presents a powerful case that a quiet, competent president is more 
effective than a lofty failure. n
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