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In which we try to 
figure out whether 
it’s democracy or the 
media that has failed 
us... or both.
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MEDIA & DEMOCRACY



A number of important people declaimed the 
need for a free press.

Thomas Jefferson

“The press is the best 
instrument for 

enlightening the mind of 
man.”

“The sovereignty of 
the people and the 

freedom of the press 
are two entirely 

correlative things.” 

“Popular 
government 

without 
popular 

information 
and access to 
it would be 
but tragedy 
or a farce.”    Alexis de Toqueville

James Madison

The United States was founded as an experiment 
in popular rule

• Public opinion would be expressed periodically through elections and as a 
constant pressure on officials.

• Public opinion, in turn, would be cultivated by a FREE AND VIGOROUS PRESS

A French historian who strongly 
supported democracy both in France 
and America. His most famous work 
is Democracy in America in which he 
suggests that the best form of 
democracy is one that balances 
individual interests with community 
well being.

Everybody knows who he was. If 
you don’t, look him up you dope.

The fourth president of the United States and a super good 
political theorist. Madison is best known as the “Father of the 
Constitution,” especially the Bill of Rights (including the First 
Amendment).



Unfortunate 
tax collector

Very angry 
farmers

That was then. 

Is the 18th century equation of a free press equals informed citizens 
equals a viable democracy too high a standard? Maybe it was even then.

We like to think everything 
looked like this famous 
painting of the signing of the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Just 
sign on the 
dotted line 
and we can 
break for 

lunch.

For example, after the 
government passed a tax on 
farmers selling whiskey made 
from their corn. Violence 
broke out when large, armed 
groups of farmers tried to 
prevent the tax from being 
collected. When President 
George Washington raised an 
army to put down the 
“Whiskey Rebellion,”  he 
secured the right of the 
government to tax its people.  

(Historical Note: 
Not all these people 
were present at the 
signing. They 
wandered in over 
the summer one at 
a time to sign in.)

Washington’s proclamation allowing 
states to raise militias to put down 
the rebellion was circulated 
through newspaper publication.
At the same time, the opposition 
was using local newspapers, running 
anonymous articles signed by "Tom 
the Tinker" that threatened those 
who complied with the whiskey tax. 
Those who failed to heed the 
warnings might have their barns 
burned or their stills destroyed.

it’s my corn, by 
golly, and you 

can’t tell me what 
to do with it.

This is now.
Beginning in the early part of the 20th century, and continuing today, people began to 
question the place of the media in a MODERN DEMOCRACY.

But it wasn’t all 
sweetness and light

http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/tinker
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/tinker


In Liberty and the News (1920), journalist and media 
critic walter Lippmann said that the crisis of modern 

democracy was a crisis in journalism: 

Prior to the 1920s, the press had been intensely partisan. Lippmann argued for 
a new form of journalism that would rid the press of bias.

• This was also a time, following World War I, when propaganda began to be 
more fully understood, and increasingly used by a developing new 
occupation called “public relations.” Lippmann worried about it’s impact on 
journalism.

• Journalism, according to Lippmann, was being practiced by “untrained 
accidental witnesses” whose personal opinions superseded reality in favor 
of preconceived stereotypes—thus, creating and perpetuating the 
“pictures in our heads.”

“When these pictures come 
from distant places, brought to us 

by a press without much self-
discipline or sophistication or 

intellectual weight, our actions—
our votes, our choices—are at the 

mercy of the flawed picture of the 
world that various media provide.”

In other words, he believed that 
we are all captives to our own 
perceptions and to the images 
that are circulated by the press.

This was a lot like Plato’s 
“Parable of the Cave.” 

Lippmann was a big fan of 
plato. 

who wouldn’t be?

Plato would have been a big fan of 
Lippmann’s, except he lived several 
thousand years before him and only 
spoke Greek.

So, what the heck is 
the parable of the 

cave anyway?

Thanks for asking...



In the “the parable of the cave,” Plato likens the existence of most human beings to 
that of slaves living in a darkened cave. These slaves are chained facing a large wall. 
Behind them, and unknown to them, a large fire is burning. Between that fire and the 
chained slaves are people, perpetually moving about, their shadows thrown upon the 
wall that the slaves must face. To the slaves, forever bound in place, these shadows 
and the sounds they hear coming from the moving figures are all there is of reality. 

It’s this reality that the slaves talk and think about, since it is all they know. In order 
to break the bonds of this “reality,” a person would have to free himself from his 
chains, turn around, and face the fire and the people moving to and fro in front of it. 
However, such an experience would probably be so frightening that it would result in 
the slave wishing to return to his original reality. 

Whoa, 
dude! check 

out this new 
reality 
show!

And if a slave did escape and got to the surface outside 
the cave, the experience of the blinding sunlight and 
vast panorama of this new reality would be nearly 
overwhelming. Even supposing that the slave became 
used to the reality of the world, he would 
never be able to explain it to his fellow 
slaves if he returned to the darkness of the 
cave, because their frame of reference 
wouldn’t include these possibilities. 

Plato believed most people were enslaved in 
their own bodies, not able to comprehend the 
reality beyond their humanity. A more 
modern interpretation, however, might 
indicate that we are still prisoners of our 
own illusions—illusions proffered in large 
part by the media. 

This is what Walter Lippmann believed.

Don’t listen 
to him. This is 
all there is!

There’s a 
brave new 
world out 

there!



Lippmann said:

• “We must go back of our opinions to the neutral facts for unity and 
refreshment of spirit.”

• “Public opinion deals with 
indirect, unseen, and puzzling 

his solution?

A totally objective press!

• He proposed that the foundations 
of American democracy had been 
eroded by modernity.

• There was simply too much 
information bombarding the 
average American to be absorbed 
usefully.

• He suggested that the rule of 
the people had become obsolete.

• There were simply too many 
people for a participatory 
democracy.

I have no 
idea what 
he’s saying. 

Do you?

Lippmann believed that the crisis in journalism was reflective of the crisis of democracy 
as a whole. The modern world was just too complex for personal understanding, thus only 
knowable second hand—and second-hand information was a muddle of pre-conceived 
stereotypes. How could democracy function if citizens couldn’t understand its intricacies 
and the media were unable or unwilling to explain them?

He believed the press should adopt the “scientific method” of 
gathering and presenting news. Like Plato, he believed that only those 
capable of reason (journalists?) should take over the job of explaining 
the world—certainly not those “slaves” chained in the cave watching 
TV and playing video games.
He suggested founding a “central clearing house of intelligence” staffed 
by experts whose analysis would inform both the 
government’s decision makers and the press, and, via a 
trickle-down process, the public itself.

This looks 
real enough 

to me.

Plato would have been proud.



Why was lippmann so worried 
about what we see in our heads?

• Well, he and others were acutely 
aware of the power of propaganda.

• It had been used for quite a long time, 
especially in political campaigns.

• Then, during the First World War, it 
took on a whole new meaning.

the government took over.

• Many of the first PR professionals got their 
start with the Committee on Public 
Information , which organized publicity on 
behalf of U.S. objectives during World War I.

• The massive war campaign was immensely successful, and 
Lippmann worried that the techniques used during the war would 
continue to be used after the war.

he was right...

Edward Bernays

“The World War left business astounded 
at what the technique of propaganda had 
accomplished in the conflict .... This ‘new 
propaganda,’ this new technique that had 
made men willing to give up their lives and 
their money — this was something big 
business might find very useful!” 

The “Father” of Public Relations



“Advertisers had always pressed consumers to pick one product over another, 
and press agents had shilled stories for clients, but now Bernays and a band of 
colleagues were skillfully manipulating symbols and trends in ways that affected 
what average Americans ate for breakfast, what sorts of homes they bought, 
and what colors they chose.”

                                      —Larry Tye, Edward Bernays’ biographer

“The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the 
organized habits and opinions of the masses is an 
important element in democratic society. Those who 
manipulate the unseen mechanism of society 
constitute an invisible government which is the true 
ruling power.”

public relations seemed 
to view democracy in a 
different light...

Edward Bernays

I’m smiling because 
I’m right... for 

which I get paid 
very well.

WOmen smoking? 
ridiculous!

Some say Bernays was singlehandedly 
responsible for creating the female market 
for cigarettes.



just Watch 
the show. pay 
no attention 
to that man 
behind the 
curtain.

So. Was lippmann right?

The trouble is that the stupid people--
who constitute the grand overwhelming 
majority of this and all other nations--do 
believe and are moulded and convinced by 
what they get out of a newspaper, and 
there is where the harm lies.

• Has the democracy of the founders floundered?

• Can we really, as citizens, participate in a democracy we don’t even understand?

• Has the press, and the media in general, failed the public by providing their version 
of reality instead of the “real” reality?

The Great and 
Powerful Oz

Or, is it really our own fault, thus still true what mark twain 
said 100 years ago...


