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Competition and the specialized journalist's autonmy

Of the three areas of autonomy in American jousnakexamined by Glasser and Gunther, |
found the most resonance with specialized jourmalisthe notion that “autonomy, under the guise of
competition, undermines the independence of judgnhen good journalism demands.”

It's not unimportant to consider the other arelas$&r and Gunther explore: how autonomy
tends to trump accountability among journalistgl bow autonomy for journalistsithin the
newsroom threatens autonofioy the newsroom. Nonetheless, the idea that the dompelrive
among many American journalists — motived so stipbg the market-oriented conception of
freedom in which they operate — actually limitsitreitonomy from one another holds sway.

Glasser and Gunther use Yale Law School profesa@ndriss's argument that the First
Amendment exists “to safeguard popular sovereigmyjndividual self-expressioato springboard
into their discussion of “the tension between [aotay's] ascription and its achievemett.”

The very notion of “specialization,” particularlg ave've established it in classroom discussion,
evokes an individualized approach to the professibimking about how competitive instincts threaten
autonomy could help a specialized journalist sudcparticularly if one defines success as providing
information no one else is able to provide. Actimith initiative, independence and entrepreneuialis
moreover, may provide economic success to worlongnalists who both inform their public —
fulfilling a social responsibility — and providevaluable “product.”

Glasser and Gunther transition their discussiahéd'contested meaning of freedom of the

press” by quoting Hannah Arendt's warningdm Revolution about the difference between “being
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liberated' from something and 'being free' to dosthing else.” Presenting Fiss's and Alexander
Mieklejohn's position on free expression, the arglexplain how the former prioritized the conteht o
expression even at the cost of individual expresaitd the latter asserted that “what is essestiabi
that everyone shall speak, but that everything lwsatying shall be said.”

This quickly begs the question of how we define fthd Likewise, when it comes to the
“fairness doctrine” and The U.S. Supreme court&9Fed Lion Broadcasting Co. v. FCC decision,
we are reminded by the authors that the policyireguroadcasters to “treat controversial matteis i
fair and balanced mannerfut no explanation is given as to how “controatss defined. As noted
by Jonathan Partridge in our Aug. 18 afternoonisesa broader societal shift from modernism totpos
modernism may affect our values as journalists. €dmception of what is “worth saying” and what is
“controversial” and even what justifies an “attacki an individual depends on one's perspective.

Glasser and Gunther don't dissect these definitiostead, their discussion of decisions related
to the fairness doctrine show how the court sugplttie idea that the public interest is a paramount
concern when it comes to the first amendment. Algiothe authors used this discussion to set up thei
discussion of whether autonomy for journalists fpgrtheir accountability, this concept returns when
we think of how working journalists should approacmpetition. The quote provided from tRed
Lion decision, that “It is the right of the viewers distieners, not the right of broadcasters, which is
paramount,® should be understood in the context of competitiomean that informative, engaging
content trumps market share and ratings.

According to the authors, journalists' challengdébver “what is worth saying” to their
audiences comes from private market forces. Thettee quote byNewsweek's Richard Smith that
“We can't shout back against the tide of businbasige” underscores the idea that journalists can't

evade market pressures, that a “faith in the vahdevalues of market-driven journalism” persists.
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Glasser and Gunther argue that there is a pregamna@thegemony through “quiet acceptance.”
Journalists don't challenge the status quo, thég wiut focus upon whether it is abused or vialate

As long as we continue to think of the media asraete institution there won't be room for
autonomy, competition or not. This goes to the jaeof how we define what journalism is.

Ben Bagdikian's point in his media criticism ighat alternative media outlets don't exist. Itatth
concentration of media ownership into fewer anddielands harms the diversity of information
available to the public.

The interesting thing about this argument is &wan media ostensibly outside the status quo
must contend with the idea of the status quo'sente.

When | helped launch a publication in 2003 calleslRortland Pigeon, | recall discussions
among my erstwhile colleagues about how readdpoitiand, Maine were under-served by local
media. We didn't think about it in terms of exaatli@nce metrics, but an amorphous idea of important
stories we felt weren't being adequately discussed.

In many ways, ours was a “fake it until you maKeapproach. There was no structure, no
business license, no salary, no style guide, jgsbap of six or seven people working together auth
a set schedule to publish those stories when wiel sotape together the time and resources to do so.

Was the reporting and writing we did not journaligwen though our primary motivation was
to the truth, toward informing our society? I'd swas, but the question here isn't about quality
journalism, it's about autonomy. That's why the@@sef competition is different than the discussibn
the relationship between autonomy and accountabdithough | don't believe we weren't accountable.
Ostensibly, we were autonomous. But perhaps wenkeEeven if the stories we approached weren't
those covered byhe Portland Press Herald or thePortland Phoenix, we always existed in opposition
or contrast to those or other media outlets iratiea.

Still, we were autonomous from the media establesiinm that we weren't involved in the race

to cover breaking stories. By waiting until we heaohtent and funds, rather than finding content to



meet a set print schedule or broadcast time, darnmration was our currency. In thinking about
Glasser and Gunther, | think about the followingtgu

“The pressure to be fast and first shifts the jalistis attention away from judgments

about what the public needs or wants and towarlaulation of what the

competition might do, an intramural contest of s@igaificance to newsroom

insiders but of little or no interest to most reaj@iewers and listeners.”

Our judgments were about what the public neededaoted, whether or not we accurately identified
those needs and wants. I'd argue this is the cas®tintless other ad-hoc, alternative, underground
publications and even more blogs and online nevletsuWe were autonomous in that sense, but we
may still have been calculating “what the compatitmight do” by presuming to offer an alternative.

Still, the danger Gunther and Glasser identifyampetition has much to do with the idea that
increased competition incentivizes homogerie®nline journalism may be creating media outlets
more focused on judgments of what the public needgants, but technology may also be reshaping
how we identify those needs and wants.

Twitter, which sends short messages and announdstigaugh a social network, offers an
example. As we discussed in class Aug. 11, nevescoft earthquake in Chino Hills spread quickly via
Twitter before broadcast or cable outlets coularefhe story. Information about the extent of dgma
and any potential danger was able to reach thegrare quickly than it might have in the past. On
the other hand only limited depth and little contiexavailable with each short “tweet.” Instead of
expanding journalism, Twitter feeds in these situret only stoke the “intramural contest” previously
mentioned. What's worse, they legitimize certaiergs that become popular and de-legitimize those
which gain little traction on Twitter. The servigeitility in the aftermath of the earthquake meas i
more likely to be used for verification of storpgiby journalists, but it also will define how joatists

seek and convey stories.
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Extending Gunther and Glasser's idea that competititompts a “scoop or shun” mentafity
what happens to the stories that aren't promotedwitter? Are more established media outlets Vikel
to follow those stories? Probably not, and deflgiteot with as much zeal as the stories making the
rounds on Twitter.

That's why specialized journalism has potentia:dbility to develop a unigue coverage area
and an ability to compellingly convey stories watlthority counters that homogenizing influence. The
carving of niches is a key component of entrepreakthinking which offers more incentive for

specialized journalists to make judgments basepudic “needs and wants.”
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