Dear OTM Staff, 

For the past several months, On the Media has been mourning the slow, painful and public demise of the modern newspaper industry. The OTM staff, and Bob Garfield in particular, have performed a cost-benefit analysis of the Fourth Estate and determined that the newspaper industry, as it has been functioning for the past few decades, offers a vital contribution to the common good. To this end, OTM asserts that newspapers contribute to a functioning democracy by offering their readers bona fide facts and well-founded perspectives that have been subjected to a rigorous editing process. 

In light of the belief that the newspaper industry has contributed positively to the marketplace of ideas and given the fact that newspapers have become financially unsustainable in their current form, OTM invited their listeners to offer a premature eulogy for an industry that has worked tirelessly to inform and protect readers from the other three estates. 

Though I hate to be the one to kick the newspapers while they are down, I am going to do just that. For the newspaper industry has proven to be a profit-seeking machine whose primary goal it is to sell the next days’ edition. As a means to this self-serving end, newspapers have been greedy, jingoistic liars who have creatively exploited loopholes in media regulation to consolidate their enterprises, corner readers and dumb them down. 

Listening to Bob Garfield wax nostalgic for the past months, one would think that newspapers are a public service provided for the common good. This could not be further from the truth. The newspapers’ ambition is private gain, not public good. Newspapers have undermined meaningful public dialogue by putting too many eggs into the “if it bleeds, it leads” basket. Rape, murder, scandal, sport and celebrity sell. What has been overlooked while newspapers focus on the easy sell?

News stories that are vital to the public good have been overlooked. And all too often, these stories have been manufactured and distorted. The dissemination of the truth has taken a backseat to the reporters’ urge to gain and maintain access to influential individuals. This does not refer to a few bad apples. Ask any reporter. For every Woodward and Bernstein there are innumerable reporters who conveniently and quietly sweep the truth under the rug to ensure their successful careers and to maintain the undignified, but profitable, half-truths that their bosses demand. 

The most convenient example is the press’ coverage of the War on Terror. Where was your coveted Fourth Estate to expose the thinly-veiled web of lies offered by the Bush Administration? Axis of Evil? 9/11 and Iraq? Weapons of mass destruction? The newspapers failed to tell the truth and tens of thousands of innocents died. This is not the exception. In the past decades, newspapers have omitted facts, manipulated the truth and, in too many cases, lied outright. Explore how the newspapers distorted and lied about America’s involvement in Vietnam, Iran, Chile, Guatemala, Afghanistan, etc. The very institutional powers that the newspapers are supposed to keep in check have been allowed to run amuck. 

Where were the newspapers when U.S. foreign policymakers aggressively pursued global hegemony? They posted the American flag on the front page and tried to capitalize on the glories and horrors of war. Where were the newspapers when the housing market was being artificially inflated? They were expanding their real estate sections. Where were the newspapers when the environment was being ravaged? They were publishing their automotive sections and selling full page ads to auto manufacturers and sales outlets. Where were the newspapers as the gap between the rich and the poor in America grew wider? They were circulating their business sections (note the conspicuous absence of the “labor” section). 

We have no valid reason to mourn the death of the newspaper. Lets’ not sensationalize this issue. Newspapers aren’t going to die. Newspapers will evolve into something new and, let us hope, something more reliable and ethical. 

Sincerely, 

Daniel Lazar
Berlin, Germany

