








 e Civic Journalism / Public Journalism examined by one of its creators.



 e Civic Journalism / Public Journalism 
examined by one of its creators

MARCIO FERNANDES 1

Davis Merritt is a legend in International Journalism. Legend in the 

best sense that the word can have. Author of four books (the most 

recent in 2015, called On life, liberty and the pursuit of perfect), has 

been at the top of American Journalism for more than four decades, 

working especially for the Knight Newspapers chain. He served as a 

professor at the University of Kansas and at Wichita State Universi-

ty. Between 1975 and 1997, he served as head of the Wichita Eagle, 

a diary in which he would make history, laying the foundations of 

what is now known as Civic Journalism (CJ), a proposal founded 

on the idea that, rather than simply denouncing life’s problems in 

society, the journalist must think about solutions and, especially, 

stimulate citizen participation in collective life.

In the following interview, Merritt shares invaluable information 

about this movement that emerged in the late 1980s, gained in the 

1990s, and began to languish in 2000. In its maximum moment, the 

Civic Journalism was news and produced news in the US, Colombia 

, Bolivia, Argentina, Brazil, Portugal, Spain and many other coun-

tries. Merritt recalls the inaugural times (including highlighting the 
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role of Jay Rosen, considered the other creator of CJ), clariĕ es the 

Civic Journalism / Public Journalism (more than 30 years a er his 

initial concerns about Journalism’s, so he prefers, as one perceives in 

all his answers) and thinks about the present time.

On this issue Civic Journalism / Public Journalism (PJ), it is possible 

to emphasize what follows: all the questions made to Merritt make 

mention to the Civic Journalism, since this is the denomination bet-

ter known in Brazil and in other places. As a matter of respect for the 

interviewee’s opinion, we kept PJ in his responses.  is duality is part 

of the richness of this talk about one of the most innovative ways of 

thinking and doing Journalism in the last 50 years. Read more:
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MF - About 30 years ago, you presented the idea of the Civ-
ic Journalism (CJ), from your experience as editor-in-chief 
of the Wichita Eagle newspaper. Is it already possible to take 
stock of what we might call the ‘legacy of Civic Journalism’?

MF - CJ came out like a hurricane. First, in the United States. In a 
few years, very interesting experiences were underway in Colom-
bia, Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Spain, etc. What caused the cooling 
of this current of contemporary Journalism? Is there a great reason 
or several factors over the next few years to the initial momentum?





MF: Many thinkers became CJ experts in the early years. Jay Ros-
en and Jan Schaff er in the United States, for example. Ana Ma-
ria Castellanos in Colombia. Carlos Castilho and Luiz Mar-
tins in Brazil. Francisco Seoane in Spain. In Portugal, Nelson 



Traquina. And Sabrina Carrasco in Argentina. Have you been 
following any writer in recent years about the Civic Journalism?

MF: A controversial issue has always been the nomenclature. To-
day, you prefer to speak in Public Journalism instead of Civ-
ic Journalism. What can be said about the relevance of this issue?

MF: Another item that has always attracted a lot of atten-
tion: the Civic Journalism seems to be better suited to Print-
ed Journalism, especially small and medium-sized daily news-
papers. With the decadence of this type of media, may be an 
explanation for the CJ also not have progressed so much?

MF - Authors such as the Brazilian Silvia Moretzshon point 
out that Journalism ‘is historically justiĕ ed by the En-



lightenment ideal of enlightening citizens’. Does not 
the CJ seem to you that high ideal to a maximum level?

MF: Robert Merton and Paul Lazarsfeld, American thinkers, wrote 
that much of society used to go to sleep with a clear conscience 
- for supposedly well informed but eff ectively doing nothing to 
change social reality. Is the Civic Journalism an attempt to end 
this ‘narcotizing dysfunction’, as the two thinkers have deĕ ned it?

MF:  e CJ is a kind of antithesis of the Mirror  eory, still today an 
important  eory of Journalism in many parts of the World. Or is 
it possible to take CJ and Mirror  eory side by side in CJ projects?



MF: In the early 2000s, just as CJ began to lose strength, strands 
like Open Journalism popped up and even Citizen Journal-
ism changed its conĕ guration - many authors celebrated blogs 
and the possibilities that anyone could post their comments 
on the Internet as a new form of Journalism. Open Journal-
ism came to be seen as the salvation of Journalism, which did 
not happen. Today, what do you think of this whole scenario?

MF: In the mid-2000s, Professor Lewis Friedland (Wisconsin Uni-
versity / USA) led an impressive investigation that mapped more 
than 600 projects in his country about CJ. Now, would it be time 
to think about a new diagnosis, a er 30 years, maybe even in-
volving other countries? If so, is it possible to predict a result?



MF: Of all the projects of CJ that you helped to construct or 
monitored the news, what can be highlighted as special, ei-
ther by the method employed or by the results obtained?

MF: In 2015, Jan Schaff er speaked that of all the projects sup-



ported by the Pew  Center on Civic Journalism, 78% pre-
sented some kind of solution to the problems that were dealt 
with in these projects and that more than 50% of the spon-
sored proposals had solutions presented by the citizens them-
selves / readers.  ey are spectacular percentages, right?

MF: Is there a future for Civic Journalism, especially at this 
time when we live with the ubiquity of Fake News? It is not too 
much to remember that in 2005, Allan Wolper (in text for Ed-
itor & Publisher magazine) decreed the death of Civic J, at the 
time of the transformation of the Pew Center for Civic Jour-
nalism into J-Lab:  e Institute for Interactive Journalism ...

MF: And    is    there  a   future   for  daily Print   Me-
dia?  Or,  rather,   is there a good future for information 
that is duly checked in Print Media, or is Journalism bound 
to be absorbed slowly by content that is made just for fun?




