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There’s been a publishing boom in recent years in volumes pursuing the special relationship 

between media and democracy. Many hit the mark, but few hit it so convincingly and enjoyably, 

and in so few pages, as Schudson’s bluntly and cleverly titled ‘Why Democracies Need an 

Unlovable Press’. Unusually, its 147 pages are aimed more at informed lay readers than 

academics, but the latter can’t help but take pleasure in this caper around themes that, while 

familiar, are tackled in novel ways. Schudson’s two main theses are clear: first, Western nations 

need an unsympathetic, even ‘unlovable’, press every bit as much as the separation of powers or 

free, fair and frequent elections and, second, journalists must eschew their own cynicism and take 

democracy and its institutions more seriously. On the one hand, Schudson takes swipes at news 

gatherers and politicians in equal measure; on the other, he defends each with an old-fashioned 

gallantry. 

But readers can’t help but feel Schudson is just a little exasperated. In acknowledging the struggle 

between the need for an old-fashioned fourth estate and the ugly realties of electoral-professional 

spin, Schudson asks: ‘Is there any way out of this battle between politics and truth?’ (p. 2). 

Schudson is in no doubt that representative democracy has become compromised in recent 

decades. But he also bucks modernist trends when he defends traditional representation, arguing 

it stacks up pretty well against more ‘faddish’ democratic types such as direct, participatory and 

Rousseauean models. In the former, he suggests, dissent is easier when aimed at bigger, more 

deeply entrenched institutions such as parliament. In the latter, citizens may be less likely to speak 

against a majority if it’s comprised of one’s neighbours. It’s an interesting point. 

Schudson is quick to point out that, despite their close relationship, journalism and democracy 

are not synonymous. Ancient Greek and Roman direct democracies enjoyed no newspapers and 

plenty of dictatorships today boast a press, even if hardly free. Schudson therefore crafts his 

theses around six generally (but not universally) agreed democratic functions of journalism: 

information, investigation, analysis, social empathy, public forum and mobilisation. He also adds 

a seventh, his own: ‘publicising representative democracy’ – a type of educative role that defends 

liberal democratic institutions by explaining them to a less-than-informed electorate. That 

certainly resonates today with such modern genres as features and op-ed writing. 

But, despite these lofty goals, news media organisations, Schudson argues, still end up 

defending the establishment. Journalists, for one, become dependent for political news on self- 

interested sources: governments and, to lesser extent, other parties in the cartel. For another, 

journalists are overwhelmingly middle-class and, as such, slaves to a certain conventionalism. But 

the tyranny of the bottom line exerts its own economic pressures: consumers’ most base demands 

for sleaze, scandal and soap opera politics will always undermine the fourth estate. 

Much of this is well-trodden territory. But Schudson still surprises with a few fascinating 

excursions elsewhere. In one, he claims patriotism, and even ‘public mourning’, can work against 

a free press and open public debate. He cites as evidence the lack of unemotional analysis of such 

nation-rending events as the assassination of John F. Kennedy and, of course, 9/11. In another, 

Schudson writes of the so-called ‘anarchy of events’ that is real life. Aeroplanes crash, diseases 

spread and politicians resign. None of these events is contrived for the sake of selling newspapers. 



Yet they are not news until gate-keeping journalists and editors decide to make them so. News, 

‘like bread and sausages, is something people make’. The real danger lies in how journalists 

impose their own – usually biased, perhaps flawed – narrative framework to tame this ‘anarchy of 

events’ for an uninformed public’s consumption. 

This book’s short history and provocative analysis of news gathering will see it recommended 

as additional reading for intermediate and advanced journalism students. But its lively and 

accessible approach should see it read by anyone who’s ever picked up a newspaper. 
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