
The Sacrifice of Words

While the leaders of the eighteenth century could not begin to fathom the extent of 

modern innovation, several offered insight continuing to inspire people today.  Benjamin 

Franklin lived through chaos and guided the way for intellectual thought in a time drastically in 

need of reason.  An agent of information, Franklin not only revolutionized the education of those 

around him but accelerated the urgency for learning, caring as much for an amelioration of 

knowledge as he did an informed population.  When free speech grew from an imaginative 

fantasy into a lively reality, Benjamin Franklin stood behind media, tasked with the duty of 

distributing news and ideas, defending them from criticism in his novel, Apology for Printers .  

“Printers are educated in the Belief, that when Men differ in Opinion, both Sides ought 

equally to have the Advantage of being heard by the Publick; and that when Truth and 

Error have fair Play, the former is always an overmatch for the latter: Hence they 

cheerfully serve all contending Writers that pay them well, without regarding on which 

side they are of the Question in Dispute.” 

Franklin articulated the fundamental idea that free speech is more than the freedom to voice 

opinions but the freedom to listen to those of others, and the news have the responsibility of 

bringing the information to the public.  Benjamin Franklin’s words resonate in the status quo, as 

news agencies are tasked with reporting differing opinions in order to protect the people affected. 

Times of chaos arise again, as partisanship continues to polarize the United States, and 

the amount of consequential information cannot fit the mainstream news cycle.  An era has come 

where people search for answers within the comforts of a familiar news source.  The battles 

between modern-day “printers” such as CNN and Fox News grow, as the mere mention of one 

can alienate an entire subset of the population.  However, this problem is universal, as truth can 
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be painful for any wishing to conceal it.  Printers have sacrificed respect in the distribution of 

truth, “rewarded” with contempt by governments, leaders, and the public.  However, it is the 

printer’s devotion to distributing information that provides clarity in moments of concern.  The 

most controversial incidents in recent history owe their recognition to the courage of printers. 

When a Pentagon employee leaked evidence of past and present White House administrations 

prolonging the conflict in Vietnam, it was news agencies such as the New York Times which 

stood up to the government attempting to suppress this information, prompting the contentious 

Supreme Court case: The New York Times Co. v. the United States.  It was there were Justice 

Black articulated, “The press was to serve the governed, not the governors”.  A few years 

afterwards, when public corruption unfolded, the Washington Post printed incriminating 

material, eventually manifesting itself into the Watergate Scandal.  In more recent years, The 

Guardian released thousands of classified documents exposing the United States government of 

illegal surveillance of American citizens.  Truth overcame Error, as printers placed the public’s 

right of access to information over the popular opinion, just as Franklin envisioned. 

The sacrifice of printers can be a matter of life and death, as times of conflict make the 

truth a necessity.  Orphaned at a young age in rural India, Madan Lal Agrawal became 

acquainted with the cruelty of the Imperial British government in the 1940’s.  After a freedom 

fighter asked for help printing a revolutionary newspaper detailing the injustices suffered by 

many, Madan agreed and risked his life by printing  Do or Die in his house to distribute across 

the country at night.  Beaten and arrested by the government regularly, Madan continued to print 

what he deemed as truth in that chaotic time.  His sacrifice lives on in my heart, as Madan was 

my great-grandfather, who never failed to instill appreciation for printers in my family. 
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 Printers continue to serve the public with the rewarding job of informing, but it is the 

public’s job to welcome this information with understanding rather than hostility.  As the 

contempt towards media increases, the foundation of free speech hangs in the balance.  Without 

the everlasting strength of the news community, the public would not know about the issues 

plaguing society, let alone begin to solve them.  In reality, change starts with sacrifice, whether it 

be of the printers, their readers, or their words.  Only when we trust the integrity of printers, as 

Franklin did years ago, can we begin to learn the sacrifice that must begin with ourselves.  
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