
Introduction

In 2018, Alexander Coppock, assistant professor of political science at 
Yale, published an article in the Quarterly Journal of Political Science titled 
“The Long-Lasting Effects of Newspaper Op-Eds on Public Opinion.” In 
the piece, Coppock asked, “Are people persuaded by op-eds?” His answer 
was a resounding YES. He concluded that “op-ed pieces have a lasting ef-
fect on people’s views regardless of their political affiliation or their initial 
stance on an issue. People read an argument and were persuaded by it. It’s 
that simple.”1 But what exactly is an op-ed piece? According to a 2019 on-
line Forbes posting, an op-ed is a newspaper or online article designed “to 
prompt cultural, political and intellectual discourse among readers.”2 The 
op-ed pieces authored by David Colburn and Bob Graham in this volume 
certainly verify the conclusions reached by Coppock and Forbes. Written 
over a period of approximately thirty years, these articles represent the 
work of two of Florida’s most important public intellectuals.
 Though the idea of an op-ed page in the newspaper has been around 
since the 1920s with the New York World, it only became an official, fully 
functioning part of a paper in 1970. In the September 21, 1970, New York 
Times, John Oakes, the influential editor of the Times editorial page, an-
nounced the inauguration of a “new page opposite the Editorial Page.” 
Oakes saw that “as the world has grown smaller, the nation more pow-
erful, the problems besetting man infinitely more complex, the pressure 
more intense, the health of this democracy has increasingly depended on 
deeper public understanding of difficult issues.” In order to effect that, 
the new op-ed page would “afford greater opportunity for exploration 
of issues and presentation of new insights and new ideas by writers and 
thinkers.”3 That idea caught hold and has been a staple of newspapers 
around the country ever since. In 2017, Times reporter Remy Turin, in an 
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article entitled “The Op-Ed Pages, Explained,” quoted then-Times opinion 
editor James Bennet. “‘The goal is to supply readers with a steady stream 
of big ideas and provocative arguments, and to entertain them,’ Bennet 
said. ‘It should be an exciting experience and often a challenging one.’”4 
Originally conceived by Oakes to provide a forum for a wide range of 
differing opinions on major topics of the day, the editor quickly found 
that his inspiration would not be so easy to implement. Editors found 
that non-journalists, particularly academics, either had trouble writing 
for a public audience or had little incentive to do so. Iconoclastic MIT 
professor Noam Chomsky could not complete a piece solicited for the 
Times op-ed page. “I am afraid that I will have to abandon the project, re-
luctantly,” he wrote. “For some reason, I find it enormously more difficult 
to write 700 words than 7000—a typical professorial defect, I suppose.”5 
While Chomsky never finished his piece, other, less-activist academics 
refrained from participating in the public forum entirely. “Many academ-
ics frown on public pontificating as a frivolous distraction from real re-
search,” reported Will McCants, a Middle East specialist at the Brookings 
Institution. “This attitude affects tenure decisions. If the sine qua non 
for academic success is peer-reviewed publications, then academics who 
‘waste their time’ writing for the masses will be penalized.”6

 Oakes’s idea about the rationale for op-eds was to provide a forum for 
the dissemination of differing informed opinions. But Oakes also meant 
it to expand the conversation even further. As an editorial writer for the 
Emory University student newspaper explained in 2014, “Opinions shape 
ideology, and ideology shapes action.”7 Nothing can describe better the 
motivation for Bob Graham and David Colburn to write op-ed pieces 
than that statement. Colburn and Graham wrote their op-ed articles not 
simply to get their names in the paper or to broadcast their knowledge to 
others. They wrote their commentaries to motivate fellow citizens to do 
something positive—to engage in decisive action to enact change. Their 
pieces were designed to make people think and then challenge their own 
assumptions about their existing beliefs and preconceived notions. These 
op-eds afforded Graham and Colburn the “opportunity not just to express 
[themselves] but to inform, challenge, provoke, and, yes, persuade readers 
to see things as [they] do.”8 They viewed their job in writing these myriad 
articles as that of a vanishing species in American society—the public in-
tellectual. Public intellectuals provide an important benefit to their wider 
audience by performing “a service in laying the intellectual groundwork 
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for collective action and the cultivation of our mutual sympathies.”9 In 
their collected op-eds, Colburn and Graham did not simply address the 
specifics of a particular hot-button issue such as race relations or divisive 
politics. They moved past that to examine “the big questions of human 
life,” while not forgetting the details of the issue they were discussing.10 
Their articles examined both the forest and the trees, as they provided 
readers with specific solutions to particular problems as well as broad 
ideas that spoke to the heart of civic responsibility and public service. The 
importance of these works lies in not only their placing contemporary 
issues in historical perspective, but also, and perhaps more importantly, 
the implicit (and sometimes quite explicit) calls to action Colburn and 
Graham were issuing. They wanted people to read their work, think about 
it, discuss it with relatives, colleagues, and friends—and then DO some-
thing based on what they read. For them, readers needed to become active 
responders rather than passive recipients.
 Bob Graham was born for public service. As the son of Ernest “Cap” 
Graham, a Florida state senator and gubernatorial candidate, and the half-
brother of Phil Graham, a Washington powerbroker and publisher of the 
Washington Post, Graham seemed destined to make his mark in the public 
sphere. Following in Phil’s footsteps (twenty-one years later) at the Uni-
versity of Florida and then at Harvard Law School, Bob Graham took the 
political path and ran for a seat in the Florida House of Representatives 
at the tender age of 29. It was a transitional time in the political arena, 
both nationwide and in Florida. The civil rights movement, the divisive 
issue of the Vietnam War, and the beginnings of environmental activism 
created an atmosphere that allowed for a new generation of politicians to 
challenge the existing power structure centered in rural north Florida. 
The demise of an overtly malapportioned legislature combined with the 
beginnings of a two-party state after ninety years of conservative Demo-
cratic Bourbon rule allowed a new breed of more liberal politician to be 
elected, especially from south Florida.11 Graham won that race easily and 
was reelected to the seat in 1968. Two years later, he switched over to run 
for the Florida Senate and won that election as well. He saw that victory 
as a salute to his father; he announced that “the fact that my dad had been 
in the Senate—that was a goal I had set, that I would like to follow in his 
footsteps.”12 The matters Graham worked on during his time in the Flor-
ida House and Senate presaged many of the subjects of his op-eds written 
later in his political and post-political career. Focusing on environmental 
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concerns and education, Graham received the Allen Morris Award for the 
Most Valuable Legislator.
 Building on his legislative success, Graham tossed his hat in the ring 
for the 1978 Democratic gubernatorial primary. This was a stacked field 
of well-known and well-financed candidates, and Graham appeared 
headed for defeat. Instead, he upset the crowded field of Democrats, won 
a state-mandated primary runoff, and defeated Republican Jack Eckerd 
to become Florida’s governor at the relatively young age of 42. David Col-
burn credited his victory to “the most effective media campaign Florida 
had seen in the twentieth century.”13 That campaign centered on Graham’s 
use of workdays as a strategy to connect with everyday people. Graham 
traveled around the state, stepping into a variety of jobs, working next 
to ordinary Floridians in their places of employment. “Days like these—
scooping horse manure at the Ocala Breeders auction hall, attending to 
patients at the Macclenny state mental hospital, rolling cigars in Tampa 
and busing tables in Little Havana—left lasting impressions on Graham.”14 
Those impressions carried through his two terms as governor, his three 
terms as a U.S. senator, and into his time as a political pundit and op-ed 
writer.
 As governor, Graham emphasized many of the issues he would later 
spotlight in his op-ed pieces. Centering on education, the environment, 
and the economy, Graham crafted a governorship that “pushed for 
changes in the very way that Floridians look at their state.”15 Yet issues 
beyond his control also shaped both his tenure in Tallahassee and his un-
derstanding of large societal problems. The 1979–1980 Arthur McDuffie 
case, which foreshadowed the myriad of police brutality incidents that 
roiled the nation leading up to and in the wake of the 2020 murder of 
George Floyd, certainly forced Graham to examine the idea of systemic 
American racism. Similarly, the Mariel boatlift in the spring and sum-
mer of 1980, in which over 100,000 Cuban refugees flooded south Florida 
ports, shaped Graham’s views on immigration, foreign policy, and the re-
lationship between Washington and Tallahassee. All these would become 
major themes in Graham’s later newspaper writing.
 After a landslide second-term victory in 1982, Bob Graham rode a 
wave of electoral popularity to become a U.S. senator in 1986. He served 
three terms in the Senate, “leaving that body in 2005 as one of its most 
respected members.”16 During his Senate tenure, Graham continued to 
advocate for those same issues that had motivated him as governor—chief 
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among them education, the environment, and immigration reform. His 
concern for environmental problems led President Obama to name him 
co-chair of the commission to investigate the disastrous 2010 Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. As chairman of the Senate Intel-
ligence Committee, Graham expanded his interests into concerns over 
foreign policy and international terrorism. When he left the Senate on his 
own terms after the November 2004 election, the ideas and beliefs nur-
tured through almost forty years of public service continued with his push 
as a private citizen for improved citizen involvement and civics education. 
In 2006, Graham established the Bob Graham Center for Public Service 
on the campus of his alma mater—the University of Florida. Its mission to 
produce “informed and active participants in our democracy—equipped 
with the skills needed to shape policy for the betterment of their families 
and communities” tied in directly with Graham’s op-ed writing in Florida 
and national newspapers.17 Graham’s persistent voice provided a platform 
for a nuanced treatment of important state and national issues at a time 
when serious discussion began to be overtaken by hyperbolic rhetoric 
and partisan polemics. While obviously leaning to the left in his political 
punditry, Graham made it clear that he spoke to a larger audience—that 
group of civically engaged individuals of both political persuasions.
 David Colburn’s journey to becoming a newspaper commentator was 
very different from Bob Graham’s. Born into a working-class Catholic 
family in Providence, Rhode Island in the middle of World War II, Col-
burn attended hometown Providence College where he received both his 
BA and MA in history. After joining ROTC at Providence, he was sent 
to Vietnam in 1966, where he served honorably and returned stateside 
as a captain. After leaving the army, Colburn used the G.I. Bill to enter 
the PhD program in history at the University of North Carolina Chapel 
Hill. Graduating in 1971 with a dissertation on the early career of New 
York political kingpin Al Smith, he entered a tight job market with few 
job prospects. Completing a one-year teaching job at East Carolina Uni-
versity, Colburn fortuitously latched on to a position with the University 
of Florida’s University College (UC), basically teaching large sections of 
introductory courses with little opportunity to do outside research. In 
1978, with the merger of UC and the College of Arts & Sciences, Colburn 
migrated to the history department proper, where he remained for the 
rest of his UF career.
 Once entrenched in a program that combined teaching and research, 


