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The controversy over the possible sale of Dow
Jones and particularly The Wall Street Journal
to Rupert Murdoch's News Corp. may be
predictable, and the efforts of the Bancroft
family to maintain the editorial integrity of the
publication may be laudable. Yet the
complicated negotiations to create a board that
would secure editorial independence are a
mistake. They misinterpret the nature of
editorial independence and miss the point that
the owner of a publication is the person most
likely to defend its editorial integrity.
Editorial independence is always a function of
one thing and one thing only: an editor's
willingness to be fired. In his autobiographical
book "Making It," Norman Podhoretz, the longtime editor of Commentary magazine, reflected
on how he could both have independence as an
editor, yet work for a magazine owned by the
American Jewish Committee, which had
decided interests and opinions:
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"The editorial independence which the
American Jewish Committee had always
granted to Commentary consisted simply in
this: no person except the editor or anyone he
might voluntarily wish to consult could read
articles in advance of publication or could
dictate what should or should not appear in the
magazine . . . The editor of Commentary, like
any chief executive of any operation owned by
others, only had as much freedom -- which is to TODAY'S MOST POPULAR
say power -- as he was willing to risk
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pleasure; that was its protection against me. My
protection against it was my willingness to get
fired; the minute I lost that willingness, I would
lose my freedom and consequently my power to
do the best editorial job I was capable of
doing."
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evade this fundamental fact: If the editor in
chief of a publication is not willing to lose his
job, he will always operate in a manner designed to please those who can assure his
employment. The only thing that elaborate mechanisms such as independent committees to hire
and fire chief editors, etc., will achieve is changing the names of the people to whom the editor
will be subservient.
Now, some would say that Rupert Murdoch is some kind of uniquely sinister force in journalism
and they would, in fact, be pleased to see a system set up to make sure that anyone other than
him makes the important editorial decisions. Yet the incentive system is such that the owner of a
publication, in this case presumptively Rupert Murdoch and News Corp., is the one with the
greatest incentive to maintain the publication's reputation.
Readers turn to publications for information and insight on various subjects. If a publication is
taken over and is losing money, as in the case of News Corp.'s purchase of the New York Post,
the owner may look to change editorial approaches because the old one was not a component of
a successful business model. But what is the alternative? Allow an independent board to dictate
an editorial approach that does not attract readership and leads to bankruptcy?
A large, reputable and profitable company such as Dow Jones offers a very different set of risks
and rewards to an owner. Any attempts to utilize the publication for personal benefit by, for
example, talking up friends and attacking enemies, would be greeted with resignations by top
editors who refuse to prostitute the editorial content in that way.
These resignations would be widely reported, and the word would quickly get out that readers
are being fed propaganda, not news and analysis. This loss of reputation leads to a loss of
readership and imposes on the owners an enormous loss of value. So ownership, though perhaps
tempted to use editorial coverage to its advantage, has powerful incentives not to do so.
On the other hand, independent, self-perpetuating committees have nothing to lose and so they
are not restrained in their actions. Typically, this means the publication will become a bore
because the members of the independent board will look to appoint people who are admired by
their friends and represent the mainstream viewpoint of their social class.
We should expect that a self-perpetuating board would eventually stray very far from what its
founders intended. A good example is the board of directors at major foundations. Henry Ford II
felt compelled to resign in disgust from the Ford Foundation explaining that: "In effect, the
Foundation is a creature of capitalism, a statement that, I'm sure, would be shocking to many
professional staff people in the field of philanthropy. It is hard to discern recognition of this fact
in anything the Foundation does. It is even more difficult to find an understanding of this in
many of the institutions, particularly the universities, that are the beneficiaries of the
Foundation's grant programs."
Publications do not edit themselves, so editors must be hired, and they are always answerable to
somebody. Even if the editor happens to own the publication, he is only free to act as he chooses
to the extent he is indifferent to the effects of those actions on subscriptions, readership and
advertising.
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Setting up self-perpetuating boards only serves to switch the names of those the editor is
answerable to. A board with a lack of interest in the business success of a publication is unlikely
to lead to successful and thus greatly important and influential publications.
This whole exercise of trying to ensure editorial independence is somewhat insulting to the
editors of Dow Jones publications, now and in the future, as it implies that they are so desperate
for employment that they need to be protected against a demanding or opinionated boss.
Great publications always come from editors on fire with ideas and with a vision for their
publication. Their independence comes always and simply from their willingness to be fired. No
committee can change that truth.
Mr. Prevor is founder and editor in chief of Phoenix Media Network, Inc.
Sponsored Links
Bank of America ®
Get Free Checking, Bill Pay, Security Protection & More - Apply Now.
www.bankofamerica.com
Hot Stock Alert - GFET
Ethanol, Biofuels, Green Energy Growth Stock Investment. Invest.
www.GulfEthanolCorp.com
GEICO Auto Insurance
GEICO could save you over $500. Get an instant insurance quote.
www.GEICO.com
Refinance - Countrywide®
No Closing Cost Refi. No Points. No Credit Report or Processing Fees.
www.countrywide.com

RELATED ARTICLES AND BLOGS
Related Content may require a subscription | Subscribe Now -- Get 2 Weeks FREE

Related Articles from the Online Journal
• New York Times Endorses Clinton, McCain
• WSJ Editorial Board Mocks Yale's Lawsuit Against Yoo

Blog Posts About This Topic
• And I thought that that would certainly be an Bacillus subtilis and new pro... onefirepro.tasdac.org
• Writing An Editorial Article articlelists.com

More related content

Powered by Sphere

Sponsored by
DIGG THIS

GET RSS FEEDS

Return To Top
WSJ Digital Network:
MarketWatch | Barrons.com | RealEstateJournal
AllThingsDigital | Dow Jones News Alerts | MORE
Subscribe Log In Take a Tour Contact Us Help Email Setup Customer Service: Online | Print
Privacy Policy Subscriber Agreement & Terms of Use Copyright Policy Mobile Devices RSS Feeds
News Licensing Advertising About Dow Jones
Copyright © 2008 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved

http://online.wsj.com/article_email/SB118403552816161785-lMyQjAxMDE3ODE0MTA... 2/19/2008

