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Between 1994 and 2003 the professional reform movement of “public” (or “civic”)

journalism would grow to become what Michael Schudson has called “the most impressive

critique of journalistic practice inside journalism in a generation” (Schudson 1999). Although the

definitions of public journalism were often as vague and varied as the media projects they

inspired, the intellectual roots of the movement could be found in both the Habermasian literature

on the public sphere and in the widespread public anxiety about the health of American civil

society. Public journalism reformers contended that journalism, as traditionally practiced in the

majority of mainstream media organizations, fueled the cynicism felt many Americans toward the

political process (Dionne 1991). Journalists could not be simply be passive chroniclers of this

“decline in social capital,” advocates for public journalism argued; rather, journalism had a

special responsibility towards the public sphere, a responsibility that required viewing citizens as

active members of civil society rather than as simply passive consumers of news, a responsibility

that often involved, in practice, facilitating local “citizen dialogues” in order to better integrate

this active citizenship perspective into the daily reporting of news.

Despite these and similar debates over the constitution of legitimate journalistic practice,

and despite the parallel surge of more general scholarly research into the concept of civil society

(Calhoun 1992), there has been comparatively little academic attention paid to the public

journalism movement’s theoretical vision of civil society and the public sphere. This benign

disregard-- originating, at least in part, in what Barbie Zelizer has identified as the neglect of

“journalism studies” within the academy (Zelizer 2004)-- has been exacerbated by the halting

intellectual explication of the public journalism’s own sociological and philosophical

foundations. As Theodore L. Glasser has noted:

Virtually every effort to explain and promote public journalism celebrates the absence of
clear and precise definitions … as an idea, public journalism endures the ignominy of
neglect. Seldom do its chief architects argue among themselves; too little has been
written about what distinguishes public journalism from other reform plans … By
substituting examples for explication, too much of the literature on public journalism
glosses over inconsistencies and even contradictions in its premises and principles.
(Glasser 1999)1

                                                  
1 Glasser’s own edited volume, The Idea of Public Journalism, remains the most notable exception to this general
trend. Additional work by Rosen and Eksterowicz and Roberts has increased our understanding of public journalism,
both as a philosophical ideal and professional movement. The fact remains, however, that despite the growth of a fairly
voluminous professional literature on public journalism, serious sociological writing on the movement remains hard to
find.
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The damaging consequences of this “ignominy of neglect” have only been exacerbated

by the recent decline in public journalism’s fortunes (Gibbs 2003; Witt 2003), a decline

accompanied, ironically enough, by the simultaneous rise of newer forms of journalism located

primarily online. Although much of the current speculation about the social impact of online

journalism draws, either explicitly (Witt 2004) or implicitly (Lassica 2003) on notions first

formulated during the decade-long public journalism debate, the lack of clarity regarding the

foundations of the public journalism movement have rendered it difficult to establish the actual

ammount of theoretical overlap between older notions of public journalism and new practices of

internet-based participatory journalism.  In addition, much of the discussion about both these

journalism reform movements has been narrowly drawn and usually centers on the degree to

which journalistic practice does or does not approach a certain normative ideal, rather than

examining the social purpose of this normative ideal in the first place-- how it is articulated, how

it relates to the actual practice of journalism, and how or why it does and does not change.

 In order to better assess the relationship between public and participatory journalism, and

to obtain a deeper understanding of the potential meaning of changes in the theoretical

underpinnings of journalistic practice, several related lines of thought seem particularly ripe for

further research. One would explicitly articulate the theoretical foundations of public and

participatory journalism, relating them to long-standing debates within sociology and political

theory over various problems inherent in the notion of civil society. By comparing the different

ways that public and participatory journalism understand the decline of American’s participation

in public life; the fragmentation of the public sphere; and the notion of dialog and the

“conversational ethic,” we can gain a more nuanced, comparative understanding of the

foundations of both concepts.

In the pages that follow, I pursue this line of inquiry in an attempt to draw the theory and

practice of public and participatory journalism into a dialog with more traditional sociological

concerns regarding civil society and the public sphere. After briefly sketching two dominant

models of journalistic practice, I narrow my focus to consider the relationship between the second

model-- public journalism—and a third, “participatory journalism,” that is: “the practice of

citizens playing an active role in the process of collecting, reporting, analyzing and disseminating

news and information” (Bowman and Willis, 2003). Do both public and participatory journalism

theorists argue that there has been a general decline in Americans’ levels of political participation

and social capital? What is public journalism’s vision of the public sphere? Is this sphere unitary?

Fragmented? Does this public vision leave room for “subaltern counter-publics” or “public

sphericules”? Is the image of the public embraced by participatory journalism different in any
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significant way from that articulated by public journalism theorists? Finally, what value do public

and participatory theories of journalism attribute to public deliberation and dialog? If both public

and participatory journalism identify the facilitation of “conversation” as a fundamental

journalistic principle, how, if at all, do their understandings “conversation” differ?

THREE MODELS OF JOURNALISM

In comparing public journalism to more traditional paradigms of newsgathering,

Campbell argues that most professional journalists see themselves in business of providing

readers with “the truth” rather than “solving problems” and that journalism’s primary product is

information, rather than “a lens for understanding the world.” (Campbell 1999) As Eliasoph

concludes after her in-depth examination of local press coverage in a small American town,

“many reporters think it's unethical to be involved, because they think it compromises journalistic

objectivity. So they keep themselves willfully ignorant of movements both right and left …

they're not politically active, and are suspicious of people who are.” (Eliasoph 1998)    

In his criticism of the public journalism movement, ex-New York Times Executive

Editor Howell Raines articulates the “trustee mentality” of many professional journalists

(Schudson 1999) when he argues that that the public journalism movement “poses an insidious

danger … that reporters and editors [would] become public policy missionaries with puritanical

contempt for horse race politics” (Raines 1996). As Jay Rosen interprets Raines, the Times editor

“goes out of his way to deny any view of the press as a civic actor. Journalists are indifferent and

agnostic. As skeptical observers, they strive for a radical independence that grants them license

not to care about public policy outcomes.” (Rosen 1999) Or as Carey adds, in his analysis of the

historical relationship between modern journalism and the progressive movement:

The press, [in the early 20th century] broke away from politics. It established itself, at
least in principle, as independent of all institutions: independent of the state, independent
of political parties, independent of interest groups … It was the eyes an ears of a public
that could not see and hear for itself or indeed talk to itself. It went where the public
could not go, acquired information that the public could not amass on its own, and tore
away the veil of appearances that masked the play of power and prestige. (Carey 1999)

Articulating professional journalism’s underlying conception of civil society and the

public sphere, then, is something of an exercise in inference through omission, for the ideology of

journalistic practice is largely defined by its “militant agnosticism towards public life.” If there

has been a decline in America’s social capital, well, this is of no concern to the professional
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journalist nor to her profession as a whole, although individual newspapers may occasionally

issue the dour editorial bemoaning declining voter turnout. The public sphere is a fairly empty

space occupied by politicians and interest groups (with citizens nowhere to be found), while the

public, if such a thing can be said to exist at all, is seen as a rather passive mass that nevertheless

deserves accurate information so as to better exercise the (limited) political sovereignty entrusted

to it.  Simplifying greatly, one could argue that journalism, by this definition, is primarily in the

business of objective reporting. Any political action that might or might not take place on the

basis of this reporting is none of the journalist’s concern.2

Public journalism is, at its core, defined in opposition to this view of the relationship

between the profession of journalism and the public sphere. Arguably a second model of

journalistic practice, public journalism:

“is an approach to the daily business of the craft that calls on journalists to (1) address
people as citizens, potential participants in public affairs, rather than victims or
spectators; (2) help the political community act upon, rather than just learn about, its
problems; (3) improve the climate of public discussion, rather than simply watch it
deteriorate; and (4) help make public life go well, so that it earns its claim on our
attention.” (Rosen 1999)

Or in the somewhat more straightforward language of Ed Fouhy, public journalism’s

purpose is to help news organizations “reconnect with their communities so they can engage

citizens in dialogs that lead to problem solving.” (Glasser 1999)

While a number of scholars have questioned public journalism’s self-identity as a

radically unique and original form of journalistic practice (Peters 1999; Schudson 1999) and

others have labeled public journalism as more of a variant upon trustee journalism than a distinct

model of public reform (Schudson 1999) most of these critics agree that  public journalism

advances a vision of public life which differs in substantial ways from the model put forward by

its more mainstream alternatives. What is less clear, however, is the degree to which public

journalism’s civic vision has been adopted by an emerging third model of reform, variously

referred to as  “citizens journalism,” “open-source journalism,” or “participatory journalism,” and

defined as a model that encourages and empowers ordinary citizens to engage in news-gathering

activities that were previously the domain of professional news reporters (Wikipedia 2005). Much

of this lack of clarity stems from the well-intentioned efforts of a number of public journalism’s
                                                  
2 Washington Post Editor Len Downie, who famously told the American Society of Newspaper Editors that “I have not
voted since becoming managing editor in 1984 because, as the final gatekeeper for all coverage in the Post, I do not
want to make up my mind, even in the voting booth, about candidates or issues,” probably represents the extreme
endpoint of this militant agnosticism toward public life. “I would be pleased if none of our political reporters or editors
voted,” he adds. (found at http://asne.org/kiosk/editor/98.octnov/wolman1.htm)
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advocates to directly link the ideals of their movement to more recent developments in the online

world: editors of the influential internet encyclopedia Wikipedia have merged formerly separate

entries on “public” “participatory” and “citizens journalism” into a single entry, thereby implying

an ideological continuity; Leonard Witt has argued that “public journalism is morphing into the

public’s journalism” (Witt 2004); and Jay Rosen, perhaps the most the influential spokesman for

public journalism movement, has “gone digital,” publishing an influential weblog about

developments in Internet media and citizen-driven news reporting. Nevertheless, Glasser’s earlier

lament about public journalism’s “inconsistencies and even contradictions” with regard to its

premises and principles applies equally well to the premises and principles of participatory

journalism. By comparing participatory and public journalism along some of the lines laid out

earlier, I hope to inaugurate a conversation aimed at clarifying whether Witt’s optimism about the

civic potential of participatory journalism is justified.

BETTER JOURNALISM OR BETTER DEMOCRACY?

According to theorists of public journalism, the trustee model journalism has civic

consequences-- journalism’s deliberate and willful ignorance of the public, these theorists argue,

actually serves to decrease political participation and damage civic life. In this sense, theorists of

public journalism partially blame the news media for what Robert Putnam and others have called

“America’s declining social capital.” (Putnam 2000) Eliasoph provides some empirical evidence

to back up this hypothesis; she writes that the local newspapers she surveyed “did not help [the

local citizens] learn about the art of political debate, and inadvertently discouraged them from

speaking out in a public-spirited way.” (Eliasoph 1998) She adds: “the local news made it seem

that politics happens elsewhere. The emphasis on and definition of ‘local’ combined with time

constraints to make the news, and coverage of activists in particular, trivial.” (Eliasoph 1998,

226) Proponents of public journalism have extended Eliasoph’s local critique to the realm of

politics writ large. In his damning indictment of media coverage of the 1988 and 1992

presidential elections, Eksterowicz writes that the increasing negativity, cynicism, and “horse-

race” style coverage of presidential campaigns led to a corresponding increase in levels of citizen

alienation from government (Eksterowicz and Roberts 2000). This media-generated alienation,

along with the growing feeling amongst some reporters and editors that something had gone

horribly wrong with news coverage of modern electoral campaigns, would serve as one of the

historical catalysts for the public journalism movement (Rosen 1999). “Public journalism,”
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maintains Leonard “wants citizens to be conscious of themselves, informed on the issues, and

ready to act on their conclusions” (Leonard 1999).

Public journalism, in sum, articulates a “narrative of civic decline,” a narrative that was

central to the arguments of many of the civil society theorists in the 1980’s and 90’s. Like Putnam

(Putnam 2000) and Habermas (Habermas 1989), public journalism theorists blame this decline on

“the media,” though for these theorists the media is less (as in Putnam) technological culprit than

an organizational and professional one. James Carey has provided perhaps the most eloquent

theoretical explanation of the link between professional journalism’s “vision of itself” and the

decline of the public (Carey 1999); Jay Rosen has done the most to articulate a remedy to the

political anomie he argues has been reinforced by journalistic practice. In short, the public

journalism remedy is a simple one: better (i.e., “more public”) journalism will improve

democracy.

I contend that it is here we can see the first serious discrepancy between the vision of the

civil society articulated by public journalism and the alternate vision that underlies participatory

journalism. It is difficult to reconcile the explosion in online media creation trumpeted by

advocates of Internet journalism, after all, with the image of an apathetic public bemoaned by

many theorists of public journalism. According to the most recent Pew Report on Technology and

Media Use, 8 million American adults have created weblogs, while 27% of all Internet users (32

million people) read blogs regularly and 12% (14 million) post comments to weblogs. While in

real terms these numbers represent only a small fraction of the American public, the growth in

participatory media making (blog readership was up 58% between 2003-04 according to the Pew

Report) certainly runs counter to the general negative civil society trends reported by Putnam and

others.

I am less concerned with the question of actual changes online engagement, however

(and Putnam himself has called into question whether online participation represents “real” civic

engagement) than I am with tracking the changes in the rhetoric of journalism reformers

themselves. “Bloggers are increasingly engaging in random acts of journalism whenever they

report on events they witness first-hand or when they offer analysis, background or commentary

on a newsworthy topic,” argues J.D. Lassica, a key figure within the blogging community

(Raynsford 2003). “Blogs aren't journalism. They're better than that,” contends Nashville

journalist Bill Hobbs (Hobbs 2004).  Washington Post columnist Dan Froomkin argues that a

careful application of the lessons learned from weblogs and other online media tools can improve

“traditional” journalism (Froomkin 2004). Even more cautious analysts like as Rosen see a net

positive democratic impact from the online journalism explosion. “The price of professionalizing
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journalism was the de-voicing of the journalist,” Rosen writes. “Well, blogging is a re-voicing

tool in journalism, and the Net's strengths in horizontal communication mean that audience

atomization is being overcome" (Rosen 2005). In short: while the public journalism movement

argued that better journalism could improve democracy, theorists of participatory journalism

wager that better democracy will improve journalism. The shift in rhetoric is subtle, but

important.

 Is citizen’s democracy the antidote to poor journalism? Can a more public journalism

improve democracy? Does an increase in participatory journalistic practice inevitably mean that

our journalism will be more public? Does the emergence of online, “citizen’s media” imply that

we are seeing a reversal of the “decline in social capital” that Putnam and others have theorized?

All of these questions are worthy of serious investigation, and the answer to some of them may

even turn out be a qualified “yes.” But we hamper our investigative abilities when we

automatically assume that the public and participatory journalism movements share identical

assumptions about the health and status of American levels of social capital.

PUBLIC SPHERE OR PUBLIC SPHERICULES?

Since The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere was first published in 1962, a

remarkable scholarly consensus has emerged challenging an aspect of Habermas’ model of the

public sphere— namely, the argument that there is not one public sphere, but many. Nancy

Fraser’s critique of Habermas is perhaps the best known; she contends that to assume there is a

single, overarching public sphere is to theorize away “structural relations of subordination and

domination” in favor of an all-encompassing (bourgeois, male dominated) “public.” Instead of the

singular public, Fraser argues, we should rather examine subaltern counter-publics—“parallel

discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate

counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and

needs” (Fraser 1992). Gitlin echoes the structural element of Fraser’s critique when he argues that

“the public sphere” has “fallen,” “shattered into a scatter of globules, like mercury.” (Gitlin 1998)

Even Habermas, it seems, has revamped his own theoretical model, admitting, “it is wrong to

speak of one single public.” (Habermas 1992)

Despite this intellectual convergence on a model of the public that acknowledges (even if

it does not always celebrate) the emergence of multiple public “sphericules,” the public

journalism movement has remained largely wed to a unitary vision of the public sphere. On the

one hand, specific experiments in journalism have emphasized the importance of involving an
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entire (geographically situated) community in newsworthy public deliberation. “By February

1994, enough civic, church, and leadership groups [in Akron] had responded to the newspaper’s

invitation that a regionwide planning session could be called with more than one hundred

organizations attending” reads one description of a public journalism event (Rosen 1999). “In the

parole project, [Virginia Pilot] staff writer Tony Wharton and I used a relatively new tool, the

community conversation, to try and make sense of the connections [between politics and public

life.],” writes Virginia Pilot editor Thomas Warhover. “The community conversation was similar

to a focus group, in that it involved gathering 10 to 15 people for up to two hours” (Warhover

2000). Warhover tellingly adds that,  “public journalism begins with the age-old idea that

journalists serve the public … Every day, the concept of ‘the public’ is enforced and reinforced

by the language of our profession” (Warhover 2000).

In calling attention to the  “public singularity” implicit in the public journalism model,

Glasser emphasizes that this focus on unity ironically “makes it difficult for journalists to join

forces … with any part of the community associated with political or partisan interests. This

effectively limits public journalism’s partners to ‘foundations, broadcasters, universities, civic

groups,” and other politically benign organizations and institutions” (Glasser 1999). In aiming for

the temporary recreation of the unitary public sphere, Glasser argues, theorists of public

journalism embrace a democracy that aims only for a democratic processes, rather than

democratic outcomes. “The press as a fair-mined participant thus rests on the proposition that an

activist press must be nonpartisan and apolitical,” he notes (ibid).

A press that is non-partisan and apolitical, aiming to recreate the unitary public square …

is there any model of journalism that is less descriptive of actually existing online journalism?

Much of the most substantive theorizing on the Internet, in fact, emphasizes the medium’s

fragmenting tendencies—Putnam bemoans cyberbalkanization, the fact that “the internet enables

us to confine our communication to people who share precisely our interests”, while Gitlin

specifically ties the emergence of “public sphericules” to online developments (Gitlin 1998).

Concerns about the fragmentary nature of the Internet public have gone beyond theoretical

speculation.  In his analysis of public deliberation online, Dahlberg concludes that

There are now literally tens of thousands of virtual communities in cyberspace,
flourishing through e-mail lists, electronic bulletin boards, online chat groups, and
MUDs. However … these groups are relatively homogenous. Although they feature
disagreements, virtual communities are often based upon people getting together with
similar values, interests, and concerns in order to provide emotional support,
companionship, and advice (Wellman & Gulia, 1999). The aim is to reinforce other group
members, rather than evaluate their claims critically. Studies of online bulletin boards by
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Hill and Hughes (1998) and Wilhelm (1999) show that even groups focused upon
(political) issues expected to involve diverse opinions often simply develop into
ideologically homogeneous 'communities of interest.' … In general, it can be concluded
that online interaction is largely fragmented into groups of similar values and interests.
(Dahlberg 2001)

An overview of the top twenty weblogs on the Internet reinforces this hypothesis3.

Although the three most popular blogs are of general interest and can largely be seen as apolitical,

the political weblogs in the top twenty are entirely based around “partisan communities”—the

Daily Kos (http://www.dailykos.com), Huffington Post (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/), and

Think Progress (http://thinkprogress.org/) on the left, Instapundit (http://www.instapundit.com),

Michelle Malkin (http://michellemalkin.com/), and Powerline (http://www.powerlineblog.com/)

on the right. While anyone who bothered to actively read both sets of weblogs might certainly

achieve something close to a “balance” of political information, there can be little doubt that

neither the blogs of the left or the right provide the kind of political diversity that most theorists

of the public sphere argue is essential. They are sphericules, not spheres.

It seems obvious that participatory journalism advocates have embraced, at least tacitly,

that “part of the community associated with political or partisan interests”-- as Glasser has indeed

argued they should. Documenting the move of journalism reformers away from a unitary vision

of the “public” to a more fragmented participatory vision would be a worthy intellectual

endeavor. Such an analysis cannot occur, however, as long as journalism reformers insist on

seeing developments in online journalism as an inevitable extension of earlier work in public

journalism. There are discontinuities that must be probed.

WHAT KIND OF CONVERSATION?

Conversation lies at the heart of the public journalism project. As Rosen notes, one of the

goals of public journalism was to “improve the climate of public discussion, rather than simply

watch it deteriorate.” Adds Max Jennings of the Dayton Daily News, “I’d been one of those who

thinks society is best served by journalists who cover the news. I don’t think this good enough

anymore … More and more, I’m starting to think that journalists ought to be about the business of

making discussion instead of just covering it.” (Rosen 1999) Or as Campbell asks, “how can we--

as a familiar strangers, as a democratic culture, as a political community-- have better

                                                  
3 Determining the “top” weblogs has become something of an exact science, with millions of corporate dollars riding
on the outcome and methodology used. The website Technorati (http://www.technorati.com) is the most commonly
used, though not the only, blog search engine.
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conversations?” In addition to journalism’s “fact finding” tradition and “storytelling tradition,”

Campbell argues, there is a third journalistic tradition:

“the conversation keeping tradition … that treats citizens as partners and helps them be
part of something akin to what Ralph Ellison called ‘the reflective consciousness’ of our
culture … If we don’t want to further debase democracy, we need to reinvigorate
journalism’s conversation-keeping tradition. We journalists can contribute ideas and
information to that conversation, but mostly we must heed what ordinary citizens are
saying, invite them back into the political dialogue we cover, and reflect that in our
newspapers and broadcasts.” (Campbell 1999, xxiv)

The attempt to realize this citizen conversation through journalism is evident in the

practice of public journalism as well as the theory. Many public journalism projects have

involved newspaper editors convening “citizens forums” in which citizens would deliberate about

this issues of the day, with the content of their deliberations then featured in a special newspaper

report.  In detailing the attempts of two newspaper editors to organize a public journalism forum,

Rosen quotes their plans: “‘we’ll find a place for you [the citizens] to meet. And one of our

volunteers will help get discussions going—trying to set agendas and goals for the partnerships.

Then the real work begins as the groups seek to achieve these goals.”  As Warhover adds, “I hope

our journalism is producing better dialog in our communities, not just more talk … Re-imagining

the role of readers, redefining politics, and redrawing the boundaries of fairness helps us to

understand the public and to act in a way that holds it responsible for taking action.” (Warhover

2000, 34)

At first glance it seems that, in this way, the theory of participatory journalism tracks

most closely to its public-minded predecessor. In citing Bowman and Willis’ argument that the

future of journalism “will depend not only on how well they inform but how well they encourage

and enable conversations with citizens,” Witt notes that, “this sounds like public or civic

journalism,” (Witt 2004, 37) and adds:

In the old public journalism, perhaps the best tool we had was a face-to-face meeting with
representative groups of citizens. They were often part of “special projects” that were
expensive, time-consuming, and episodic

…

Now thanks in large part to Weblogs, public journalism is nimble—reaching out and
grabbing hold of the entire journalism community. Chris Lydon, formerly of National
Public Radio, says A. J. Liebling’s observation of the modern world that “freedom of the
press is guaranteed only to those who own one” may be losing its impact because, with
Weblogs, we all have our own printing press at our fingertips. This DNA change, in a
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symbolic way, has seemed to move into the very soul of the public journalism movement.
(19)

In an important sense, the embrace of the  “conversational ethic” forms most meaningful

link between theories of public and participatory journalism. Both reforms seek to move

journalism away from a “lecture” model towards a “conversational model” (Gillmor 2004) xii.

Even here, however, there are significant differences between the kind of “conversation”

envisioned by public and participatory journalism theorists.

At the most basic level of analysis, there are discrepancies of the sort examined earlier

when discussing the unity of the public sphere; while public journalists envision a conversational

form that most resembles Habermasian dialog, there can be little doubt that most Internet

conversation is decidedly non-deliberative. As Dahlberg notes, “cyberspace is filled with vibrant

exchanges of opinion. However, in general there tends to be far too much talk and not enough

respectful listening. Cyberspace ‘on a day to day basis is about as interactive as a shouting

match.’ At worst sites can be dogged by flaming, which is antithetical to respectful listening.”

(Dahlberg 2001).

Even beyond the deliberative difficulties that come with the Internet, however, there is a

more fundamental distinction between these conversational models: the proposed function of

public conversation. Buried within the practice of many public journalism experiments has been

the implicit assumption that the purpose of public talk is to serve as feedback mechanism for the

officers of a representative democracy. This can be inferred from the fact that so many public

forums occurred in the context of a local political election, while those that didn’t often took

pains to invite members of government to observe or even participate in citizens’ conversation.

“We must heed what ordinary citizens are saying, invite them back into the political dialogue we

cover, and reflect that in our newspapers and broadcasts,” argues Campbell (Campbell 1999) .

While such mechanisms undoubtedly exist online, on the other hand, it would be a stretch to

argue that the primary purpose of blogging is the generation of substantive public feedback

directed at elected officials.

In sum, while it might be argued convincingly that the primary overlap between theories

of participatory and public journalism can to be found in their embrace of the conversational

mode of journalism, even here there are substantive differences in terms of both the manner and

purpose of citizen conversation. To better understand the ways that public and participatory

journalism share a “conversational ethic,” journalism theorists should take these differences, as

well as similarities, into account.
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CONCLUSION: CONVERSATION AND THE END OF THE FOURTH ESTATE

Almost two decades ago, a group of reform-minded journalists and academics began

what seemed, at the time, like a quixotic quest: to salvage a notion of public life that recognized

conversation as an essential element of democracy. Central to that understanding of conversation

was a new understanding of journalism. As Carey writes,

Professional journalism became an independent profession and a collective institution: a
true fourth estate that watched over the lords of the realm in the name of those
unequipped or unable to watch over it themselves … My argument is not, then, that
modern journalism was a failure; in fact, it was a resounding success and it served the
country well during the major political crises—the Depression, World War II, the Cold
War, Vietnam, Watergate—of the modern era … But, like most things in life, it was
undermined by its own success. (Carey 1999, 57-58)

To survive, Carey argued, journalism must reintegrate itself with the public it had abandoned. It

must embrace a notion of civic conversation, in addition to its duty of informing the public.

Now, conversation is everywhere, perhaps to the surprise of those who once feared its

imminent demise (Carey 2005). Bloggers talk about everything under the sun, while a greater and

greater number of commercial media outlets integrate conversational elements into their

architecture: Brian Williams blogs, and so does the film critic for the New York Times, while

community newspapers abandon the idea of reporters entirely, launching stand-alone citizen

journalism websites (Dube 2004).  As Witt insightfully writes, “the question used to be, Will

public journalism become extinct? … Now the question is (and it is still only a question), Will

mainstream journalism, as we know it, become extinct because it refuses to adapt to a new era of

communication?” (Witt 2005, 37)

To be sure, this conversational bounty may not be exactly what its early advocates had in

mind. The dialog unleashed by participatory journalism is fractured and fragmented, sometimes

cruel, often coarse, and rarely Habermasian.. Nevertheless, even beyond the changes to the public

journalism ideal wrought by the Internet explosion, there are deeper questions to ponder,

questions to which I can only allude to here. Are the advocates of a conversational media system

the victims of their own success? In a world of conversation, what has become of mere

information? Who now “watches over the lords of the realm in the name of those unequipped or

unable to watch over it themselves?” Do any journalists actually do any reporting any more? Is

there anyone left to even try?
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Certainly, the recent scandals that have hammered the commercial press—the Jayson

Blair fiasco (Mnookin 2004), “Rathergate,” the Armstrong Williams scandal, the failure of the

mainstream media to challenge Bush administration claims in the run up to the Iraq War —point

to something deeply rotten at the heart of American journalism. The coup de grace, however,

must surely be the continuing saga of Judith Miller and the New York Times; there is no other

story in recent memory that lays bare, to such a degree, the utter bankruptcy of the Washington

D.C. journalist-source system. As Nicholas Lehman, writes in the aftermath of the Valerie Plame

leak scandal, argues in The New Yorker:

Especially in the small world of foreign policy and national security, the reporters and
columnists for the leading news organizations tend to be assigned to their beats
semipermanently, and to have close, confidential relationships with officials … In the
end, the chummy imperatives of Washington trump the press’s independent self-
conception. (Lemann 2005)

Would it be too much to ask that, along with “conversation,” American journalism

receive an infusion of a little old-fashioned, independent, investigative reporting? Certainly, the

fourth estate is not dead. Nevertheless, in the rush to embrace the dialogical possibilities opened

up by online feedback mechanisms and “citizen’s journalism,” press observers might be inclined

to wonder if media executives haven’t largely forgotten about the original purpose of modern

newsgathering: the collection and analysis of publicly relevant information and its distribution to

as many people as possible.  Even more disturbing, however, is the probability that any large-

scale recovery of the original raison d’etre of professional journalism-- the “tearing away the veil

of appearances that masked the play of power and prestige”-- is highly unlikely, rendered close to

unthinkable by economic, social, and historical factors endemic to (post)modern life, as well as

the fact that aggressive investigative reporting is even more limited at the level of people’s local

concerns.

It may be here, at the rather mundane level of what self-conscious journalists like to call

“shoe-leather reporting,” that participatory journalism can prove to be of the most value. With all

the talk of the participation engendered by participatory journalism, the other half of the

equation—actual journalism—has been relatively neglected. But why should this be? To be sure,

most of the Internet’s citizen-created content has been decidedly non-journalistic; one study

contends that less than 6% of the content produced by the top twenty blogs could be considered

“original reporting,” while another overview of well-known citizens journalism websites argues

that they are “apart from a couple of honorable exceptions, the Internet equivalent of Potemkin

villages -- an elaborate façade with little substance behind it.” (Grubisich 2005)
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The journalistic promise of participatory journalism remains unfulfilled, while all around

us, conversation rages. There is, of course, no inevitable reason why this should be so; as Mark

Twain once wrote, "a journalist is simply a reporter out of a job." Might we someday see the

emergence of hundreds of miniature Seymour Hershes, shining a bright light on the corruption

endemic to small suburban towns and large American cities, linking with thousands of other

deprofessionalized reporters around the world to create a rich tapestry of participatory reporting?

To the degree that Twain is right– to the degree that journalism is really not all that hard a task,

and to the degree that democracy can still be served by the aggressive uncovering of truths that

the powerful wish to keep hidden, whether those powerful are the president of the United States

or the small-town mayor—citizen’s journalism, as reporting, may still have an important role to

play in our public culture. Linked, as it surely will be, to the unfolding public conversation

engendered by the Internet, this small-scale journalism might yet help realize the ever-present,

frustratingly elusive promise of democratic life.
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