
 
The Pumas Must be Monitored 
By ADAM MELLA 

I was watching a great program on the capuchin monkeys of 
Costa Rica last night around four in the morning. The 
narrator pointed out the various behaviors and duties of each 
individual tribe member. While most of the capuchins hung 
from limbs, playing and eating berries, a special group of 
monkeys with the best eyesight scurried about the perimeter, 
scanning the jungle for predators – big cats, birds of prey 
and venomous snakes. 

Of the entire tribe, these sentry monkeys were a small, but 
important, slice of society. When a bloodthirsty puma came 
sneaking around, the sentries erupted in wild screams, 
alerting their ignorant brothers and sisters and saving them 
from danger. 

At four in the morning, this nature program was merely 
entertaining, but now as I am thinking about the role of a 
newspaper in a democracy, I find myself identifying with 
those furry capuchins on the rain-soaked fringe. I let out a 
horrible howl in my empty office. The pumas must be 
monitored for the good of the whole. 

A democratic society prides itself on personal rights and 
freedom. For the most part, the checks and balances of this 
system work just fine. Still, nothing is perfect. People lie. 
Conflict arises. Fairness falls by the wayside. Every day, 
injustices befall good folks. 

While a newspaper will not create utopia, it can (and should) 
fulfill a three-fold purpose in a democratic society: To howl 
at the pumas, to inform its peers and to promote discussion. 



Newspapers have enjoyed a long run as the lone sentry in 
society. Although today’s mass media encompasses so much 
more, the newspaper still stands alone as the most in-depth 
and pervasive guardian. This is true from the biggest 
national paper to the smallest collegiate press. As reporters, 
editors and writers, journalists choose to serve their 
community and fight against those in power who attempt to 
defile democracy. It is often a thankless job, but nonetheless 
an important one. 

In its role as a source of information, the newspaper is also a 
time capsule. It becomes the record of human activity, an 
accurate index of culture, society and history, as well as the 
narrative of democracy in action. 

The most democratic feature of a newspaper is its ability to 
function as a neutral forum. The letter to the editor is sacred 
and central in this role. Encouraging and promoting the 
community’s voice is the most important role of a paper in 
that community, and strengthens both. 

Democracy and jungles do have a lot in common. Both 
ecosystems are extremely powerful and fragile at the same 
time. They include the sunny canopy and the seedy dirt floor. 
Destruction and preservation. Good and evil. As journalists, 
we must find the proper howling balance and give readers 
our hearts. We must endeavor toward an invisible apogee, 
constantly improving the democracy that we all help sustain 
with the best of our ideas and information and integrity. 
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