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New Shorenstein Center Discussion Paper  
Argues for 'Wisdom Journalism' 

 
CAMBRIDGE, MA. — In a new Shorenstein Center discussion paper, Beyond News: 
The Case for Wisdom Journalism, Mitchell Stephens argues that new media 
technologies have devalued "the painstaking gathering of information on current 
events," while increasing the need for journalists who can supply "intelligent, well-
reasoned interpretation" of those events. 
 
Stephens, a professor of journalism at New York University, was a fellow at the 
Shorenstein Center in the spring of 2009. His focus has been on the future of 
journalism at a time when most news comes for free. 
 
"With a desperation characteristic of people whose livelihoods are at stake," 
Stephens notes, "journalists have been forced to rethink how 'quality journalism' 
might be distributed and how it might be funded." However, most have not, he 
writes, "been rethinking what in these changing times 'quality journalism' might be." 
 
Stephens calls for a new conception of quality journalism. "Wisdom journalism," he 
calls it: "an amalgam of the more rarified forms of reporting — exclusive, 
investigative — with more informed, more interpretive, more explanatory, even 
more…opinionated takes on current events."  
 
This would, he suggests, be a view of the purposes of journalism Franklin, Jefferson 
and Madison would have understood. For in their day, notes Stephens, author of A 
History of News, most news was circulated by word of mouth "in taverns and coffee 
houses, on front porches and on the streets." Newspapers instead were often filled 
with ideas and perspectives — often highly partisan ideas and perspectives. 
Stephens quotes Benjamin Franklin as stating that "the business of printing has 
chiefly to do with men's opinions."  
 
It took the invention of the steam press and the telegraph in the nineteenth century, 
Stephens says, for newspapers to be able to beat word of mouth to news. The age of 
the reporter arrived. This was the age, he argues, into which most our traditional 
journalists were born — the age in which they thrived. However, with the sudden 
evolution of the Internet, Stephens says, "the whole world has become one big 
tavern, coffee house, front porch or street — through which news races, mostly for 
free. Major news organizations no longer obtain most news faster than anyone else." 
 
So, Stephens argues, the era — perhaps a century and a half long — when our best 
journalists could make a living gathering and disseminating news is ending. "Mere 
stenographic recording of great, public events has lost much of its value," he asserts. 
"Journalists need to sell something else." 
 
Stephens acknowledges that there will continue to be a need for reporters to chase 
down hard-to-find or hidden-away facts. But he insists that journalists need to 
return, for the most part, to an older view of their role. They will have to, Stephens 
contends, "pull back from the race for breaking news and attempt to produce…the 
most insightful interpretations of that news." 
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Filling this new role, Stephens says, will require changes in the way journalists are 
hired. "Instead of fact-oriented generalists who are dependent upon expert sources," 
a new brand of journalism would employ "idea-oriented specialists who know as 
much as the expert sources." And it would require a significant reconceptualization of 
journalism. "Evenhandedness," he writes, "might no longer be a dominant value. 
Original perspectives would push widely available information from whatever passes 
for a front page." 
 
Stephens concludes that quality in journalism in this age when news is so widely 
available should be "defined not by the ability to bear witness, to pursue facts, to 
array the five 'W's, but by the ability to write stories that are interpretive, informed, 
intelligent, interesting and insightful...and original."   
 
Read the full paper on the Shorenstein Center's website: 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/presspol/publications/papers/discussion_papers/d53_st
ephens.pdf

http://www.hks.harvard.edu/presspol/publications/papers/discussion_papers/d53_stephens.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/presspol/publications/papers/discussion_papers/d53_stephens.pdf


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


