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Community Journalism:
Hope for a Society Without Heroes

Cuthbat F. Alexandea
Fordham University

Mediathearists recaggnize that the new meda and the ecology that they have creaked are not good
for herces Although persons of greatvalor are till presert in our society, the electonic meda
dethrone those who might be herces making them celelrities But society needs its herces This
paper proposescommunity journalism (also called public journalism and civic journalism), led by
the print medum, is the key to making ready true herces for future generaions.

[1t] has become obvioustha both the mechanical world picture and its
technological components are hopdessy backward in thar human
commitments. Themore firmly we get attached to the power system, the
more alienated we become from those vital sources that are essential to
further human development. (Mumford, 197Q p. 393)

Ora culture and typography served the creation of heroes. Today, the absence of
true heroes, whether within the political, sporting, or spiritud sphees, can be
attributed to therise of theelectronic media

Regading the politica hero, Joshua Meyrowitz (1985) says the seeming lack of
personsof presidential stature is mogly a projection of communication media:

Thedeclinein presidential image may have surprisingly little to do with a ssimple lack
of potentialy great leades, and much to do with a specific communication
environmentN a communication environment that undemines the politician@ ability to
behave like, and therefore be perceived as, thetraditiond Qyreat leader.O(p. 269

Heroes are a produd of communication. Qt is through communication tha we come
to know our heroesO says Strate (1994) Gind consquently, different kinds of
communication will result in different kinds of heroesO(p. 15). But today, the moden
means of communication has spirited away our heroes.

To spesk of the absence of heroes is not to imply there are not genuing, a priori acts
tha contribute to a person® greatness and that, even in today® commercially-driven
sodety, there are not those who peform great acts of valor. But it is how these acts are
trangmitted tha make and dethrone the hero, or make the person worthy of the title of
something much lessN a celebrity, a Ghuman pseudo-eventO(Boorstin, 1992 p. 57). Any
possibility of revivingthe hero in the media age, therefore, calls for trandormation within
joumdism itself.

While | do not undeestimate the extraordinary power of new technology and the
improbability of staving off the march of tha which passes for progress, | argue tha

THE means of communication significantly affect what people make of their heroes.
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some changeis possibleN even likely in the present media environment. Further, | hold
tha this trandormation is essential for democracy and soda development, as it is
necessary for directing the public® attention to persons of true grestness. Preparing
sodety for tomorrow® heroes might be oneof the preoccupaionsof a new journdism.

The Power of the Visual Image

medium and its influence on news joumdism. Print@ decline has been partly due

to the effects of conglomeration and the busness of media, which have affected
how joumdists practice ther craft. But electronic media, with thar emphases on
immediacy and entertainment, have radically changed the whole media ecology. It is this
reality and the prodivity of mediain genea to influence and radically affect the message
tha Marshal McLuhan (2003)addressed in the aphotism, Qhe medium is the message O

Neil Pogman (1986) says televison is not just entertaining, Ot has made
entertainment itself the natural format for the representation of al expeienceO(p. 87).
Paul Messaris (1997) seeking to provide a theoretical framework for undestanding why
thevisud image affects ustheway it does and why it dlicitsits particular respons, points
to three paticular propeties of the visud image It is iconical, indexical, and has
syntactic indderminacy. Its iconicity allows it to reproduce the appearance of redlity,
which Qan call forth a variety of QreprogrammedOemotiond responesO(p. xi). It is
indexical because theimage has the ability to serve as documentary evidenceN no matter
how contrived. It has syntactic indeerminacy because, by itself, the visud image lacks
precision and clarity in showing how, in a given context, one image may be related to
another. This feature is exploited in advertising, induding the politica campagn ad.
Q/isud communication does not have an explicit syntax for expressing andogies,
contrasts, causal claims, and other kinds of propostiong) (p. xi). Visud expressions
however, because they come directly from a human being, seem more real than words,
and are powerful and effective (Meyrowitz, 1985,p. 105)

In contrast to the electronic environment, a print-dominated culture alows for public
discourse, chaacterized by Ga cohaent, orderly arrangament of facts and ideasO
(Pogman, 1986,p. 51). It allows people to Gelect the messages that are relevant to them
and reflect on thar meaningQ(Bogart, 1995, p. 196). The structure of television does not
allow for such freedons. While the growth and pevasiveness of new communication
technologies have served the media busness well, these developments have had dire
sodal consquences. democracy itself isthreatened.

ONE of therealities of the new media age has been the domnance of thetelevision

Remaking the Journalist

news is not hanging out there, in some ethereal way, and joumdists dutifully pass it
on. News is not a commodity tha can be appottioned in some neat way for reades
and viewers. | am not saying either that joumdists conad the news. But the joumdigt,
like the artist, paints the picture, chooses what will go into the picture and what will not,
decides where the onlookea will standN postions the reader, the viewer, the citizen.
Further, more than a particular style, journdists work from within an overarching point of

I T is, pehgos to state the obviousbut joumdists do make thenews. Thisisto say tha
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view, that which Jay Rosen (2002)calls a Onaster narrative,Othe story that produces all
the other stories, which influences how a story is told and, naurally, how it is received.
Wha al this meansis tha joumalists possess enormouspower.

Kenndh Boulding (1959) in a study of the naiond image, divides the sodety into
the QrowerfulOand the rdinary.OHe sees the head of state as powerful because this
person@® decision affects a great number of people, but views the average citizen as
ordinary because this person® decisions affect only the self and a relatively few other
people in the immediate environment. The distinction, of course, is not a shap one
Boulding recognizes, rather, a @ontinuum of power among the persons of a sodety,O
alongwhich thejourndist has a significant place in thecircle of power. He says:

There will be some who are less powerful butstill influential N members
of thelegidature, of thecivil service, even joumdists, newspaper owners,
prominent busnessmen, grading by imperceptible degrees down to the
common soldier, who has no power of decision even ove his own life. (p.
121)

Boulding (1959) admits to a certain simplicity in this modd. For sure, while
joumdists possess power, if it is to be red, it cannot be of the same kind as the
govenment or the busness executive. JoumdistsOpower is seen in ther ability to
guestion those who exercise othe kinds of power in the sodety. But more than tha, |
argue joumdistsOpower aso arises from thoee whom they serve. Boulding seems to
agree, when he says, Qhe powerful are always unde some obligaion to represent the
mass, even unde dictatoria regimesOand that On democratic sodieties the aggregate
influence of the images of ordinary people is very greatO(p. 121). All of this is not to
minimize or undeestimate the influence of big busness, commercia culture, and
technology on the work of joumdists. Neverthdess, the source of real power for
joumdists who are serious aboutthar craft mug lie in an engaged public.

Because of the power they do possessN the charge laid uponthemN joumadists need
to exercise exceptiond care in theimages they project. To putit another way, media mug
work to enaure tha the images they project arise out of the perspectives of the people,
and are not the projections of advertisers or the indiscriminate use of technology for its
own sake. Joumdists are called to do more than inform, entertain, and chronicle. If media
are to contribute to sodetal development, then, journdism itself hasto change

The Place of Community Journalism

mediaonthesoda environment. Studies often draw attention to the populr

culture and the commercial cultureN the advertising agendaN that drive the
conventiond media hous. Critics and researche's have observed therise of theglobd
media marketplace and how it promotes the econamic and political interests of the
world@ powerful naionsand blocs, while further isolating and crippling the developing
world. Thussu (2000)writes, for example:

M UCH critical research and andysis, today, is conaerned with the effects of

In the absence of a credible alternative media system, theUS postionN
given thereach and influence of the Western mediaN often becomes the
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domnant postion, whether on nudear issues, trade policy, human rights
or internaiond law. (p.166)

Theissues tha researchers identify are imporntant for our undestanding of the sodal
environment, but the ingghts they give oughtto lead, in some practical ways, to a more
responsble joumdism and to the enrichment of the socety. Now tha we know aboutthe
influence of media, how can joumadists face the challenges and better satisfy the needs of
paticular sodeties?

Thegoodnews is tha while media have goneabout thar busness serving ther own
paticular ends a more media-savvy public has emerged. Given the knowedgetha both
joumdists and citizenshave today, the present circumstances seem to suggest this may be
the oppotunetime for embracing a new kind of journdism.

If joumdists are to live up to the ideals of thar profession, they would need to look
beyond the customary boundaies of politics and joumdism as they now existN borders
which, in large measure, they themselves have set since they enjoy a relatively high
degree of autonony in democratic sodeties. Too often, the master narratives are about
conflict, and winne's and losers, which in tum generate the supeficia story tha fails to
effect necessary soda changeand development.

In our overheated and overloaded culture, more information may not be hdpful
informationN information that members of the sodiety can do anything with or want to do
anything with.

[The situaion created by telegraphy, and then exacerbaed by later
technologies, madethereationship between information and action both
abdract and remote. For thefirst timein human history, people were faced
with the problem of information glut, which meanstha simultaneoudy
they were faced with the problem of a diminished sodal and political
potency. (Pogman, 1986,p. 68)

Whether joumdists recognize it or not, they have the particular and formidable task
of telling citizens which portions of the news to take serioudy and which portions to
reject. In The Two Ws of Journalism, Merritt and McCombs (2004) write tha Ot is an
unavoidable fact tha the values we as joumdists apply to the flow of available
informationN what we choos to pass along\ set the agendafor the public convesation
tha drives and nurtures democracyO(p. xiv).

Since thelate 1980s Rosen, Merritt, and others have been speaking of a better way to
do joumdism, onetha takes into accounthow it has failed and recognizes its ability to
bring awareness and understanding to citizensN and restoration to the profession. It has
been caled Qoublic joumdism,0 Gommunity joumdism,O and simply, Qvhole
joumdism.Ol prefer to use the term community joumaism, which is not to suggest a
narow kind of joumdism, one limited to the small group or village The term,
community joumdism, | hope might evokethe creative force of early print media, which
hdped form a recognizable naionhood and delineation of communities. Benedict
Andeson describes the naion as Gin imagined political community,Owhich came into
existence with the rise of the Qprint culture,Oespecialy newspapers. For the first time,
here was a community Qhat went beyond the literate individud® persond range of
acquantances to encompass a publication® entire potential readershipO(Albrecht, 2004
p.110)
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Ultimately, it does not much matter wha people call this joumdism movement: it is
meant to be chameleonic, disappearing into the joumdistic and media environment as it
grows and becomes more effective. Community joumdism is aboutreform of traditiond
or conventiond journdism; it is about joumdism in its truest form. It seeks to hdp
citizens see thar stake as informed participants in thelife of the community. A press that
is not cognizant of its vital role in building community would not act in the interest of
public discourse and would unwittingly act to stifle it; but also, as Rosen (1999) points
out, such amediumwould destroy itself.

Good joumdism requires more than goodjourndistsN more even than
enlightened ownership, First Amendment protections and a strong
econonnic base. For withoutan engaged and concerned public, even the
mog public-minded press cannotdo its job. Thus theinvolvement of
people in the affairs of their community, ther interest in political
discussion, their willingness to abandona spectator@ role and behave as
citizendN al form thecivic capital onwhich the enterprise of the pressis
built. To live off that capital withouttryingto replenish it isadangeous
course for journdists to follow, but thisis precisely the predicament of the
American press today. It addresses a GoublicOit does little to help cresate.

(p-79

Clearly, there are difficulties and chdlenges in the practice of community joumdism,
which have been identified by those who have written aboutthe conoept; those who wish
to embrace this form of joumdism mug reckon with these issues. Amongthese problems
are (d) how to maintain independence and trugworthiness in the commercially-driven
news environment; (b) how to report the news fairly, yet not as onlookes, but as citizens
and membe's of the politica community; (¢) how to seek after truth yet report with
compassion and sensitivity; and (d) how to give due attention to the engagement of
citizens in discourse while working within the pressures of a commercia enterprise in
which immediacy isavital concern.

These problems become rea for jowrndists who recognize themselves as citizens
among citizens, working for the engagement of ordinay men and women in civic life.
Every joumdist has to maintain fairness, and be aware of his or her particular biases and
propely deal with them. This is what al good joumdism is about Where community
joumdism has been tried, joumdists have become more constious of thar own frailty.
The problems of community journdism are really oppotunities for good journdism.
Joumdism is strengthened where joumdists grapple with these issues.

Preparing for the New Hero

have the strength of will to pursuether ideds. In various parts of the United States,
the experiment has been tried in concerted ways. Joumdists from various media
houses have come togehe for discussion and reflection on the concept. A few editors
have dared to restructure thar newsrooms, rethinking ther priorities so reporters might
be able to engage citizens on issues of real importance to the people@ development. And
as joumdists have listened more intently and respectfully to the voices of citizens, thear

I F community joumdism isto move beyondtheream of idess, joumdists will need to
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work has reflected more of the people® concerns rather than the agendas of government
offices and advertisers. Community journdism continues, however, to be a work in
progress.

One of the ways in which community joumdism could move forward and the media
could contribute to the development of society might conaern giving prope treatment to
those persons who embody the highe values of sodetyN the paticular qudities tha
come to be seen, by mogs members of the sodety, as worthy of emulation.

Thetask of hdping sodety to honorthe honowrble is far from ssmple. Any attempt to
seek out the exemplary citizen is, in a way, an attempt to re-present or resurrect the
traditiond hero, whos decline began in the latter hdf of the 19" century with the
GGraphic RevolutionO(Boorstin, 1992, when it became possible to Onake, preserve,
transmit, and disseminae precise imagesO (p. 13). Boorstin (1992) argues tha the
Graphic Revolution and the new media age have broughtthe demise of the hero. Thos
Qwvho popukte our congtiousness are with few exceptions not heroes at al, but an
artificia new produdN a produd of the Graphic Revolution in respong to our
exaggaated expectationsO (p. 48). In place of the heo, the eectronic media have
produced, he says, the Qberson who is known for his well-knownness,Othe celebrity,
distinguished by his lack of identifiable qudities. He is ndther good nor bad, great nor
petty. He isthe human pseudo-eventO(p. 57). Heis afabrication.

How then are we to draw attention to those personsin our sodety who show qudity,
have achieved great things and might be able to ingire the ordinary citizen? Can media
resist the temptation to trivialize and diminish those who live exemplary lives? If media
are to peform the fundion of making known those who deserve to be known and
preserving them for pogerity, then media will have to work in different ways.
Community joumdism seems to offer some possibilities here.

Because community joumdists take up postionsamong fellow citizens and, indeed,
recognize themselves as citizens and because they aim to make the citizensGagenda their
own agenda they stand in a postion of seeing with the eyes of the public and hearing
with its ears. Community joumdists do not make the new hero. They cannot They alow
therest of the community to recognize the courageousor noble woman or man who has
achieved greatness.

To beable to recognize these personsof true greatness takes time and is a produd of
the community® memory. Thetraditiond hero nesded time; the celebrity does not thrive
with time.

Thehero was born of time: his gestation required a |east a generation. As
the saying went, hehad Gtoodthetest of time.OA maker of tradition, he
was himself made by tradition. He grew over the generationsas people
foundnew virtuesin him and attributed to him new exploits. Receding
into the misty past he became more, and nat less, heroic. (Boorstin, 1992
p.62)

Community joumdism offers sodety the possibility of oneday examiningits history
to acknowledgethose personswho are worthy to be heroes.

Amongthe many chdlenges faced by community joumdism is the public@ insatiable
appdite for news. It is a problem tha media, egged on by commercial culture, have
created. The appdite is of a piece with the pseudo-event and its human coungerpart, the
celebrity. The problem that media have created can be solved only when they are freed,
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as far as posible, from the shackles of an ever-advanang technology. Clearly, the
televison medium is thewrong medium to take the lead in community joumdism.

Any examindion of the historical daa regarding the development of communication
media invariably emphasizes the vita role the print medium has played in stimulating
learning, knowedge the econorny, and civilization. Much has been said about the
consequences of print in terms of how it spavned capitalism and profiteeringN but often
left out is the part it has played in preserving human freedoms and aiding the
development of sodety in al areas. From 1600to 1900, Western music developel so
rapidly, Albrecht (2004) says, Ot is difficult to imagine how the period could have
evolved in themanne tha it did withoutthe mediation of the printing pressO(p. 109)

Whereas earlier, the print medium took thelead in the process of human development
and pointed the way forward for mass communication, today, print seeks to copy the
televison format. Can the press, once again, take the lead, and be of beter service to
democracy? It seems that in the power-driven circumstances of the present, there is the
impeusfor anew joumdism. As Merritt putsit:

Joumdigtsin the United States are at a critical pointin thehistory of ther
craft. Threatened ononeside by declining readership and new econorric
pressures in the mediaindugry, they face a different kind of threat from
thefraying of community ties, therising disgug with politics, anda
spreading sense of impotence and hopdessness among Americans
frudrated by thefailures of thar democratic system. If this secondthreat
isn@noticed and taken serioudy American joumaism may lose control of
its future, which is boundup with the strength of public lifein all of its
forms. (Rosen, 1999,p. 73)

Althoughprint lacks the intimacy and immediacy of the electronic media and brings
ustheevent after theevent is over, it can save usfrom the pseudo-event in ways in which
thetelevision medium cannot

To say tha the electronic media are the wrong media to take the lead in community
joumdism is not to say that they cannot be developed aong these lines or work at
produdng programs tha adhere to the prindples of this form. But the electronic media
work naurally agang this process. Television, with its emphasis on the image, will, it
seems, aways find it virtudly impossible to sugain community joumdism for its own
sake. As Strate (1994) notes, television emphasizes appearance and persondity and not
idess and actions When Odess are presented on television, they are overshadowed by
images, creating an image of ideas, divorced from any subdance . . . We are left only
with an image of action, an image of the hero as a man or woman of action, whereas
specific deeds are forgotenO(p. 21). But further, as Strate observes, (n television, the
distinction between fact and fiction becomes meaninglessO(p. 22). The task of building
up the pasons of authentic greatness and preparing for the new hero is onefor literacy
and the print medium.

Boorgtin (1992) relates the story of the 25-year-old Charles A Lindbeg, who made
thefirst nongop flight from New Y ork to Parisin 1927.Lindbeqg fit the old heroic mold
pefectly at first, but by the 1940s having supplied reams of copy to a sensation-seeking
press and having been led into seeing himself as a celebrity (he had become a public
spokesman), the hero and, in fact, the celebrity was no more. It is notincddental, | argue
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tha the enormousamount of newsprint tha was used up in the publicity of Lindbeg in
the early years coindded with the early years of radio. By 1921, scheduled radio
programs were beng broadcast in the United States. The BBC began its trangmission in
the United Kingdom in 1923, and by 1925, some 600 stations had mushroomed
worldwide, according to the Oxford English Reference Dictionary (Pearsall & Trumble,
2002) It is notindgnificant that Lindbeg@ rise and fall coincided with the first rush of
thenew media and a press coerced by radio.

Conclusion

hero, individudizing him (Strate, 1994 p. 18) and making him more ordinary, but,

neverthdess, maintaining him as a heo. It is print and responsble community
joumdism tha today offersthe possibility of building up the person of true greatness and
preserving him or he from becoming a human pseudo-event. How could this hgpopen,
given the environment already created by the electronic media? Althoughthe process will
be a dow one perhagps panfully so, a sodety beter educated in the ways of the media,
popukted by more aware citizens can make thedifference.

While it would befoolhardy to suggest tha United States citizens in thefirst decade
of the 21™ century, have become media theorists, they clearly undestand much more than
citizens at the start of the electronic age How this work of congiousess-building
progresses is also a matter for community joumaism.

Clearly, television can play a significant role in preserving the past; it can doso in a
way tha print and radio cannot The traditiond hero came to be seen, in the fullness of
time, in the rearview mirror. Video clips tha preserve the stories of truly distingushed
citizens are indispensable in preparing sodety for the would-be hero of the coming age
But a self-serving television corporation and self-serving presenters, intent on preserving
thar image, cannotplay adomnant role. Thelnternd, too, has a part to play in bdstering
and giving depth to community journdism. Blogging gives the ordinary citizen an
oppotunity to speak, to learn from other citizens, to question, to act as a counter to
conventiond media. But it is the print medium that can best serve community joumdism
and prepare for thefuture hero.

Community joumdism can seem somewha idedistic in its vison. But joumdism,
today, needs a great vison. Nobody expects that everything will be trandormed in
dramatic fashion. But if thework continues, if journdists practice thar craft according to
the prindples of community joumdism, then change will inevitably come. The present
media ecology seems to give rise to such hopeand the possibility of heroes for a future
geneation.

Sodety needsits heroes. If sodety, itself, is not to take on the evanescence of the
celebrity and the electronic media, it requires a new kind of joumdism. Thework is an
urgent one Mog of the exploratory work in the field of community joumdism has been
donein the United States. It is prope tha it begin here, butits prindples are essential for
the practice of joumdism in every sodety tha aspiresto truedemocracy.

I T was typogrphy and the print medium tha sustained the image of the traditiond
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