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INTRODUCTION

THE IDEAL OF OBJECTIVITY

AMERICAN JOURNALISM has been regularly criti-
cized for failing to be “objective.” Whether it was Democrats
in 1952 complaining of a one-party press biased against Adlai
Stevenson or the Nixon-Agnew administration attacking
newspapers and television networks for being too liberal, the
press has repeatedly been taken to task for not presenting the
day’s news “objectively.”

But why do critics take it for granted that the press should
, be bobjective? Objectivity is a peculiar demand to make of
i ' ' institutions which, as business corporations, are dedicated
first of all to economic survival. It is a peculiar demand to
make of institutions which often, by tradition or explicit
credo, are political organs. It is a-peculiar demand to make of
i editors and reporters who have none of the professional
‘§ ' | apparatus which, for doctors or lawyers or scientists, is
| | supposed to guarantee objectivity.

And yet, journalists, as well as their critics, hold newspa-
pers to a standard of objectivity. Not all journalists believe
they should be objective in their work, but the belief is -
widespread,! and all journalists today must in some manner
confront it. But why? What kind of a world is ours and what
kind of an institution is journalism that they sustain this
particular ideal, objectivity? That is the problem this book
addresses. I shall not ask here the familiar question: are
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DISCOVERING THE NEWS

newspapers objective? I shall ask, instead, why that question
is so familiar.

The question assumes special interest when one learns that,
before the 1830s, objectivity was not an issue. American
newspapers were expected to present a partisan viewpoint,
not a neutral one. Indeed, they were not expected to report the
“news” of the day at all in the way we conceive it—the idea of
“news” itself was invented in the Jacksonian era. If we are to
understand the idea of objectivity in journalism, the transfor-
mation of the press in the Jacksonian period must be exam-
ined. That is the task of the first chapter, which will interpret
the origins of “news” in its relationship to the democratiza-
tion of politics, the expansion of a market economy, and the
'growing authority of an entrepreneurial, urban middle class.
There is an obvious explanation of why the idea of news,
once established, should have turned into nonpartisan, strictly
factual news later in the century. This has to do with the rise
of the first American wire service, the Associated Press. The
telegraph was invented in the 1840s, and, to take advantage of
its speed in transmitting news, a group of New York newspa-
pers organized the Associated Press in 1848. Since the Associ-
ated Press gathered news for publication in a variety of
papers with widely different political allegiances, it could only
succeed by making its reporting “objective” enough to be
acceptable to all of its members and clients. By the late
nineteenth century, the AP dispatches were markedly more
free from editorial comment than most reporting for single
newspapers.? It has been argued, then, that the practice of the
Associated Press became the ideal of journalism in general®
While this argument is plausible, at first blush, there is
remarkably little evidence for it and two good reasons to
doubt it. First, it begs a key question: why should a practice,
obviously important to the survival of the institution of the
wire service, become a guiding ideal in institutions not subject

4
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THE IDEAL OF OBJECTIVITY

to the same constraints? It would be just as likely, or more
likely, that newspapers would take the availability of wire
service news as license to concentrate on different kinds of
reporting. /f the AP style became a model for daily journalists,
one would still have to account for its affinity with their
interests and needs. But this brings us to the second, still more
serious problem: objective reporting did no¢ become the chief
norm or practice in journalism in the late nineteenth century
when the Associated Press was growing. As I will show in the
second and third chapters, at the turn of tﬁgﬁg{){n;hgggwas

as much emphasis in leading papers on telling a good story as

on getting the facts. Sensationalism in its various forms was
[ .- A IR e e

the chief development in newspaper confent. Reporters sought
as often to write “literature” as to gather news. Still, in 1896,
in the bawdiest days of yellow journalism, the New York
Times began to climb to its premier position by stressing an

"‘i;}_fggmggiggfy’ﬂmg_@el',":xiéther than a “story” model, of report-

mgWhere the. A,sgééiated Press was factual to appeal to a

politically diverse clientele, the 7imes was informational to
attract a relatively select, socially homogencous readership of
the well to do. As in the Jacksonian era, so in the 1890s,
changes i the ideals of journalism did not translate techno-
logical changes into occupational norms so much as make

. newspaper ideals and practices consonant with the culture of

dominant social classes.
But into the first decades of the twentieth century, even at

_the New York Times, it was uncommon for journalists to see a

sharp vd;i\_fi_iidél_hqgween facts and values.! Yet the belief in
objectivity is just this: the belief that one can and should
separate facts from values. Facts, in this view, are assertions
about the world open to independent validation. They stand
beyond the distorting influences of any individual’s personal
preferences. Values, in this view, are an individual’s conscious
or unconscious preferences for what the world should be; they
are seen as ultimately subjective and so without legitimate

5
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[ DISCOVERING THE NEWS

claim on other people. The belief in objectivity is a faith in
“facts,” a distrust of “values,” and a commitment to their
segregation.

Journalists before World War I did not subscribe to this
view. They were, to the extent that they were interested in
facts, naive empiricists; they believed that facts are not human
statements about the world but aspects of the world itself.
This view was insensitive to the ways in which the “world” is
something people construct by the active play of their minds
and by their acceptance of conventional—not necessarily
“true”—ways of seeing and talking. Philosophy, the history of
science, psychoanalysis, and the social sciences have taken
; great pains to demonstrate that human beings are cultural
! animals who know and see and hear the world through
socially constructed filters. From the 1920s on, the idea that
human beings individually and collectively construct the reali-
ty they deal with has held a central position in social thought.’

Before the 1920s, journalists did not think much about the
subjectivity of perception. They had relatively little incentive
to doubt the firmness of the “reality” by which they lived.
American society, despite serious problems, remained buoyant
with hope and promise. Democracy was a value unquestioned
in politics; free enterprise was still widely worshipped in
economic life; the novels of Horatio Alger sold well. Few
people doubted the inevitability of progress. After World War
I, however, this changed. Journalists, like others, lost faith in
verities a democratic market society had taken for granted.
Their experience of propaganda during the war and public
relations .thereafter convinced them that the world they re-
ported was one that interested parties had constructed for
them to report. In such a world, naive empiricism could not
last. ‘

This turning point is the topic of my fourth chapter. In the
twenties and thirties, many journalists observed with growing

| \g
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THE IDEAL OF OBJECTIVITY

anxiety that facts themselves, or what they had taken to be
facts, could not be trusted. One response to this discomfiting~
view was the institutionalization in the daily paper of new
genres of subjective reporting, like the political column.
Another response turned the journalists’ anxiety on its head
and encouraged journalists to replace a simple faith in facts
with an allegiance to rules and procedures created for a world
in which even facts were in question. This was “objectivity.”
Objectivity, in this sense, means that a person’s statements
about the world can be trusted if they are submitted to
established rules deemed legitimate by a professional commu-
nity. Facts here are not aspects of the world, but consensually
validated statements about it.® While naive empiricism has not
disappeared in journalism and survives, to some extent, in all
of us, after World War I it was subordinated to the more
sophisticated ideal of “objectivity.”

Discussion of objectivity as an ideal (or ideology) in science,
medicine, law, the social sciences, journalism, and other
pursuits tends to two poles: either it seeks to unmask the
profession in question or to glorify it. It is either debunking or
self-serving. Debunkers show that the claims of professionals
about being objective or expert or scientific are really just
attempts to legitimate power by defining political issues in
technical terms. This is often true. But, first, why is “objectiv-
ity” the legitimation they choose, and, second, why is it so
often convincing to others? When professionals make a claim
to authoritative knowledge, why do they base the claim on
their objectivity rather than on, say, divine revelation or
electoral mandate? Debunking by itself does not provide an
answer.

The opposite stance is to Whiggishly identify objectivity in
journalism or in law or other professions with “science,”
where science is understood as the right or true or best path to
knowledge. This is the point at which science, generally

7




to question a doctor, we say, “I'm no expert on medicine,
but—.” We feel no such compunction to qualify criticism of
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.“?}‘t understood as opposed to ideology, threatens to become ide- mechanism. Others may be institutional. For instance, legal
. ‘ ology itself. But that, in a sense, is just what interests me scholars argue that courts are able to be more objective than
kgﬁ,;p here—not the internal development of science as an institu- ; legislatures because judges are institflt.ionally further r:emoved
| tion or a body of knowledge and practices, but the reasons the fror‘n t'ht.a pressures of elec.toral .pohthS than are legislators.
‘ idea of science and the ideal of objectivity are so resonant In Objectivity in the professions is guaranteed, then, by the
.{g”!i!ﬁ; our culture. Even if science, as we know it today, is in some autonomy of professional groups—the collective independence
.’g.{;?,’llf sense getting us nearer to truth than past systems of knowl- of professions from the market and from popular will, and the
sgi’i;; edge, we can still inquire why twentieth-century Western personal indepenfience of professionals, assured by their
,ifff; ' culture should be so wise as to recognize this. And that is a trammg,. from their own val.ues. S
;ﬁ}'ﬂff question that glorifications of science and objectivity do not In this context, the notion of objectivity in journalism
;}‘iii answer. appears anomalous. Nothing in the training of journalists
‘l'i’:;liif : gives them license to shape others’ views of the world. Nor do
i " . . . . . . . . . . .
g!‘iﬁflf It should be apparent that the belief in objectivity in journal- Journ.ahsts have esoteric techniques or language. NewsPapers
{ﬂffifgi ism, as in other professions, is not just a claim about what are directly dependent on market. forces. They appeal directly
’}";gél’“ kind of knowledge is reliable. It is also a moral philosophy, a b to popular opinion. Journalism is an uninsulated profession.
ih . . . . . o L 13 ¢
;;2,‘“* declaration of what kind of thinking one should engage in, in To criticize a lawyer, we say, “I'm not a lawyer, but—" and

ment, for it provides a guide to what groups one should

|
|
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> making moral decisions. It is, moreover, a political commit-
i
i
|
i
i
|
i

" . acknowledge as relevant audiences f(?r judging one’s own i thti m.oming paper or Fhe tfalevision news. I do not subscribe to
’f‘bf'j{lf thoughts and acts. The relevant audiences are @eﬁned by g t%xe view that JourrTahsm is thereby.mfer.lor to other profes-
§g:!§§flfn institutional mechanisms. Two m.echani.smf, ?f s<?c1a1 .control L sm'nal' groups; I simply mean t? identify f:he' proble.m of
5‘;;:!%;.5; ‘ are frequently said to underwrite .object1v1ty. in dlffex"er?t : objectN{ty m.the case of Jc.)urnahsm.. How is it that in an
:ﬁt*gﬁ % fields. First, therfe is adYanced feduca.tlon. and training. This is Occupa‘tlon w1thf>ut .the soc.lal organization of self—regt.llat.ed
) 13;; gjgf’ f supposed to provide t.ramees with sc1ent1ﬁf: knowledge and an ?ut;)horlty there is still pass'lonate controversy abou.t ol?Jectlv-
. *}fh ; g objective attitude which helps ther.n .set aside pe.rs.onal prefer- ity? Of course, one answer is that the less a.professmn is seen
f"‘ § ences and passions. Thus the training of physicians enables to be self-ev1dently obje.ctnie, the more passionate the contrf)-
gf?;!ig'l' them to sustain detached attitudes at times when persons \’ versy v.vﬂl be. But this is not answer enough. Why, in
iﬁs*!?ff?‘[ without such training would submit to panic or despair at the J(-m-ma.hsm, where none of t}}e features Fhat guarar.ltee objec-
i human agony they face. Law students are taught to distin- ‘ th}ty 'lrf Iaw. or medlc.me e.x1st or are likely f:o ex1st,'should
guish “legal” questions (generally understood to be technical) ~ objectivity still be a serious issue? Why hasn’t it been given up

zamﬁﬁ? from “moral” issues (generall}r understood to be' outside the altogether? N

iufiﬁ.ﬂx;?i proper domain of legal education and legal practice). ?y .tl}e 1960s, both critics of the press: and 'defend('ers took
qm‘gpl A second basic form of social control is insulation from the ?bjectmty to be the emblem of 'Ame'rlcan journalism, an
: gg};‘;gi public. Technical language or jargon is one such insulating - improvement over a past of “sensationalism” and a contrast to
i .
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DISCOVERING THE NEWS

the party papers of Europe. Whether regarded as the fatal
flaw or the supreme virtue of the American press, all agreed
that the idea of objectivity was at the heart of what journalism
has meant in this country. At the same time, the ideal of
objectivity was more completely and divisively debated in the

. past decade than ever before. In the final chapter, I will

examine how changing subject matter, sources of news, and
audience for the news precipitated this debate in journalism.
Government management of the news, which began to con-
cern journalists after World War I, became an increasingly
disturbing problem with the rise of a national security estab-
lishment and an “imperial” presidency after World War II.
In the Vietnam war, government news management collided
with a growing “adversary culture” in the universities, in
journalism, in the ‘government itself, and in the population at
large. The conflagration that followed produced a radical
questioning of objectivity which will not soon be forgotten and
revitalized traditions of reporting that the objective style had
long overshadowed. The ideal of objectivity has by no means
been displaced, but, more than ever, it holds its authority on
sufferance.

I originally conceived this work as a case study in the
history of professions and in the genesis of professional
ideology. I saw objectivity as the dominant ideal that legiti-
mates knowledge and authority in all contemporary profes-
sions. If I could excavate its foundations in one field, I could
hope to expose its structure in all. While this book has not
entirely outgrown that ambition, it came to be moved equally
by another. I grew fascinated by journalism itself and con-
vinced there were important questions, not only unanswered
but unasked, about the relationship of journalism to the
development of American society as a whole. Where standard
histories of the American press consider the social context of
journalism only in passing, this work takes as its main subject
the relationship between the institutionalization of modern

10
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journalism and general currents in economic, political, social,
and cultural life.

With two such ambitions, I know my reach has exceeded
my grasp. If I have not achieved as much here as I would like,
I hope nonetheless to have engaged the reader’s interest in the
quest and the questions.

11




CHAPTER 1

THE REVOLUTION IN
AMERICAN JOURNALISM IN
THE AGE OF |
EGALITARIANISM:
THE PENNY PRESS

BY BIRTH, education, and marriage, James Fenimore
Cooper was an American aristocrat. For him, power and
prestige were always near at hand. But he was also an ardent
pationalist, a great admirer of Jefferson and even Jackson.
His novel The Bravo (1831) honored the July Revolution in
France. It sought to expose those people in society who were
“contending for exclusive advantages at the expense of the
mass of their fellow-creatures.”

The Bravo was written during Cooper’s seven-year sojourn
in Europe from 1826 to 1833. In that time Cooper developed
“a lofty detachment from the fears natural to his own class,
and a warm sympathy for the lower classes that in Europe
were, and in America might be, deprived of their political
rights.” But detachment did not last. The America Cooper
found on his return seemed far different from the Republic he
remembered. Cooper felt that a new breed of individuals

12
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seeking only their own ends was threatening the bonds of
community. His growing disaffection led him to attack Amer-
ican newspapers. He did so in an extended series of libel suits;
in his characterization of a newspaper editor, the disgusting
Steadfast Dodge who appeared in Homeward Bound (1838)
and Home As Found (1838); and in The American Democrat
(1838), a short work of political criticism. In that work he
wrote: ‘ ‘

If newspapers are useful in overthrowing tyrants, it is only to
establish a tyranny of their own. The press tyrannizes over publick
men, letters, the arts, the stage, and even over private life. Under the
pretence of protecting publick morals, it is corrupting them to the
core, and under the semblance of maintaining liberty, it is gradually
establishing a despotism as ruthless, as grasping, and one that is
quite as vulgar as that of any christian state known. With loud
professions of freedom of opinion, there is no tolerance; with a
parade of patriotism, no sacrifice of interests; and with fulsome
panegyrics on propriety, too frequently, no decency.?

Perhaps this is suggestive of the state of the American press
in the 1830s; more surely it represents a protest of established
power against a democratized—in this case, middle-class—
social order. Cooper expressed a deep anxiety about the moral
influence of the press which appeared to him to be “corrupt-
ing,” “vulgar,” and without decency. It had in his eyes the
unwelcome characteristics of a middle-class institution: paro-
chialism, scant regard for the sanctity of private life, and
grasping self-interest. Most disturbing of all, it had enormous
and unwarranted power over the shaping of opinion.

Cooper’s fears of a “press-ocracy” were exaggerated, but
he was responding to real changes in American journalism. In
1830 the country had 650 weeklies and 65 dailies. The
average circulation of a daily was 1,200, so the total daily
circulation was roughly 78,000. By 1840 there were 1,141
weeklies and 138 dailies. The dailies averaged 2,200 in
circulation for an estimated total daily circulation of 300,000.

13
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distinguished, in layout, typography, or style, from editorial—
all were expressions of the editor or his party.

Some newspapers were primarily commercial, others were
political. The political papers gave greater emphasis to news
of national politics. They were financed by political parties,
factions of parties, or candidates for officc who dictated
editorial policy and sometimes wrote the editorials personally.
There was nothing deceptive about this—it was standard
practice and common knowledge. The party papers were
dependent on political leaders, not only for their initial capital
and their point of view, but for maintenance through the paid
publication of legal notices when the party they backed held
power. Edwin Croswell ran the Albany Argus, the organ of
the Democratic Party in New York, from 1824 to 1840,
during which time he was also official state printer. This was
the most lucrative post in the state; Croswell estimated it was
worth $30,000 a year. Thurlow Weed of the Albany Evening
Journal succeeded Croswell as state printer. He stated that he
and his two partners grossed $50,000 in 1841, though Cros-
well put the figure at $65,000.°

The commercial press and the party press had several

DISCOVERING THE NEWS

Population during the same period was also growing, but
more slowly—from 12.9 million to 17.1 million, urban popu-
lation increasing from .9 million to 1.5 million.* But Cooper
was not responding to statistics. He knew that newspapers
were different, not just more numerous, than the ones he left
behind in 1826, and those most different—the “penny pa-
pers”’—appeared most powerful. The new journals reflected
political, social, and technological changes that a thoughtful
man might well have been alarmed about. It is now widely
agreed that the 1830s, a remarkable decade in so many ways,
marked a revolution in American journalism. That revolution
led to the triumph of “news” over the editorial and “facts”
over opinion, a change which was shaped by the expansion of
democracy and the market, and which would lead, in time, to
the journalist’s unéasy allegiance to objectivity.

T e

The Revolution of the Penny Press

i

When Cooper left America, as when Tocqueville visited a few
years later, the typical American paper was generally a
weekly, but there were already many dailies in seaboard
cities. The typical daily was four pages long. Its front page
was almost exclusively devoted to advertising, and the fourth
page likewise was strictly advertising. These outside pages
were like the cover of a book or magazine—one turned to the
inside to find the content of the paper. Page two carried the
editorial columns. Mudh of page two and page three detailed
the arrival of ships irl the harbor and the contents of their
cargoes, as well as other marine news. On page two one could
find an editorial on politics, as well as short “items” of news.

important features in common. First, they were expensive. A
paper ordinarily cost the reader six cents an issue at a time
when the average daily wage for nonfarm labor was less than
eighty-five cents. But a person could not buy one issue at a
time except at the printer’s office. Newspapers were generally
sold only by subscription, and annual subscriptions ranged
from eight to ten dollars. Not surprisingly, circulation of
newspapers was low, usually just one to two thousand for
even the most prominent metropolitan papers. Newspaper
readership was confined to mercantile and political elites; it is
no wonder, then, that newspaper content was limited to
commerce and politics.

i
l / Many of the “items” were lifted directly from other newspa- This is not to say that these papers were staid or sedate.
il pers,. with credit generally given. Other items were not True, dominated as they were by advertising and shipping
‘ ]
h 14 | 15
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I
Before the 1830s, when newspapers sought the readership of

commercial elites, they named themselves accordingly. In
Boston, in 1820, the two dailies were The Boston Daily
Advertiser and the Boston Patriot and Daily Mercantile
Advertiser. In Baltimore, the dailies in 1820 were the Ameri-
can and Commercial Daily Advertiser, the Federal Gazette
and Baltimore Daily Advertiser, the Federal Republican and
Baltimore Telegraph (formerly the Federal Republican and
Commercial Gazette), the Morning Chronicle and Baltimore
Advertiser, and finally the Baltimore Patriot and Mercantile
Advertiser. More than half of all newspapers published
weekly or more frequently in New York, Boston, Baltimore,
Philadelphia, Washington, Charleston, and New Orleans in
1820 had the words “advertiser,” “commercial,” or “mercan-
tile” in their titles. But, after 1830, few newspapers were
founded which bore such names. Instead, there were a great
many papers whose names express a kind of agency—names
like “critic,” “herald,” “tribune.” One might also include as
part of this development the papers named “star” or “sun,”
for both words suggest active objects which illuminate the
world. So newspapers, if we can judge from their titles,
became less passive, more self-consciously expressive of the
editor’s personality and convictions after 1830.2

The movement from “advertisers” to “heralds” and “suns”
in the 1830s has been called the “‘commercial revolution” in
i for their position and bread. . ..”" Not until the revolution in the American press,9 The “commercial revolution’ refers not
5 the press of the 1830s did the editor’s ablhty {o express , to all newspapers in the period but to those which most
. himself in his newspaper grow, and then it grew in new | radically broke with tradition and established the model
|
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boards for the business community. But their editorials, in
which they took great pride, were strongly partisan, provoca-
tive, and ill-tempered. Editors attacked one another ferocious-
ly in print, and this sometimes carried over into fist fights or
duels. The New York diarist Philip Hone recorded one such
incident in 1831:

i
I
|
i : news, they appear to have been little more than bulletin
|

i While I was shaving this morning I witnessed from the front
windows an encounter in the streets between William Cullen
; Bryant, one of the editors of the Evening Post, and Wm L Stone,
i,{: editor of the Commercial Advertiser. The former commenced the
| attack by striking Stone over the head with a cowskin; afier a few
t ? blows the parties closed and the whip was wrested from Bryant and
i carried off by Stone.®

F Editing a newspaper was an intensely personal matter.
é‘ Early newspapers were small operations. One man generally
‘ served as editor, reporter (insofar as there was any reporting
ggfi | at all), business manager, and printer. But the personal
|

character of these early papers should not be misunderstood.
| Many editors were subservient to their political masters and,
!§ at the same time, very limited in their views on what was
| acceptable to put in print. “Journalists,” wrote New York
editor James Gordon Bennett’s contemporary biographer,
l “were usually little more than secretaries dependent upon
| cliques of politicians, merchants, brokers, and office-seekers

directions—the editor made himself known, not only through which the mainstream of American journalism has since
| editorials, but through the industry, enterprise, and innova- followed. These were the “penny papers.” As the name
i tion in his news gathering. Paradoxically, the newspaper i suggests, what was most obviously original about them is that
' became a more personal instrument at the same time that it | they sold for a penny, not six cents. Further, rather than

began to emphasize news rather than editorial.
We can trace this development in a makeshift way by
examining the names of newspapers in different periods.

16

selling by annual subscription, they were hawked in the
streets each day by newsboys. Their circulation was corre-
spondingly enormous compared to the six-penny journals.
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The first penny paper, the New York Sun, first published
September 3, 1833, had the largest circulation of any paper in
the city within a few months—by January, 1834, it claimed a
circulation of 5,000. Within two years it was selling 15,000
copies a day. The Sun was quickly followed by two other
penny papers in New York—the Evening Transcript and, on
May 6, 1835, James Gordon Bennett’s New York Herald. In
June, 1835, the combined circulation of just these three
papers was 44,000; when the Sun began in 1833, the com-
bined circulation of all of the city’s eleven dailies had been
only 26,500.1

The penny press spread to the country’s other urban,
commercial centers—Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore.
The Boston Daily Times appeared February 16, 1836, and
within weeks was the city’s largest paper, claiming a circula-
tion of 8,000 by the middle of March. In Philadelphia, the
Philadelphia Public Ledger began March 25, 1836, organized
by William Swain and Arunah Abell, New York printers and
friends- of Benjamin Day, and their partner Azariah Sim-
mons. The Public Ledger’s circulation was 10,000 within
eight months, and 20,000 after eighteen months, at a time
when the largest of the established dailies in the city sold
about 2,000. The Baltimore Sun was founded in 1837 by
Arunah Abell with the backing of his fellow Public Ledger
proprietors. Within nine months its circulation was over
10,000, more than triple the circulation of any other Balti-
more paper.!! '

The penny papers made their way in the world by seeking
large circulation and the advertising it attracted, rather than
by trusting to subscription fees and subsidies from political
parties. This rationalized the economic structure of newspa-
per publishing. Sources of income that depended on social ties
or political fellow feeling were replaced by market-based
income from advertising and sales. Sales moved to a cash
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basis, and the old complaints of editors about subscribers who
would not pay declined. Advertising, as well as sales, took on
a more democratic cast. First, advertising in the established
journals, which heretofore had addressed the reader only
insofar as he was a businessman interested in shipping and
public sales or a lawyer interested in legal notices, increasing-
ly addressed the newspaper reader as a human being with
mortal needs. Patent medicines became the mainstay of the
advertising columns.'? “Want ads” became a more prominent
feature of the papers; when P. T. Barnum moved to New
York in the winter of 1834-1835 to find a job in a mercantile
house, he conducted his job search by reading the “wants”
each morning in the Sun.®

Second, -advertising became more strictly an economic ex-
change, not a moral one: older journals had often refused to
print ads for what they believed to be objectionable advertis-
ing. The Journal of Commerce in New York would not accept
adyértisements of theaters, lotteries, or “business to be trans-
acted on the Sabbath.” The New England Palladium in
Boston followed a similar policy. The New York Evening
Post banned lottery advertising and, by the late 1820s, this
‘was fairly common. The penny press, in contrast, was not
very fussy about who advertised in its columns. Penny papers
were self-righteous in defending their wide-open practices:

Some of our readers complain of the great number of patent
medicines advertised in this paper. To this complaint we can only
reply that it is for our interest to insert such advertisements as are
not indecent or improper in their language, without any inquiry
whether the articles advertised are what they purport to be. That is

an inquiry for the reader who feels interested in the matter, and not
~ for us, to make. It is sufficient for our purpose that the advertise-
ments are paid for, and that, while we reserve the right of excluding
such as are improper to be read, to the advertising public we are
impartial, and show no respect to persons, or to the various kinds of
business that fill up this little world of ours. One man has as good a
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right as another to have his wares, his goods, his panaceas, his
profession, published to the world in a newspaper, provided he pays
for it."

This comment from the Boston Daily Times could not better
express a policy and a morality of laissez faire. In this, it was
representative of the penny press. With an over-the-shoulder
nod to propriety, the penny papers appealed to the equal right

* of any advertiser to employ the public press, so long as the

advertiser paid. The self-righteousness of tae penny papers,
compared to the established press, was peculiarly inverted:
they proudly denied their own authority or responsibility for
exercising moral judgment in advertising matters and de-
fended this position, without embarrassment, as consistent
with their self-interest.

The six-pen‘ﬁy papers criticized the penny press for its
advertising policies and centered especially on the large
number of patent medicine ads. Bennett’s Herald was the
special butt of this criticism. It became the object of abuse
from penny papers as well, including Horace Greeley’s penny
New York Tribune, established in 1841, and Henry Ray-
mond’s penny New York Times, founded in 1851. These
papers, it is fair to surmise, coveted Bennett’s readership.
Greeley criticized the Sun and the Herald in 1841 for taking
the ads of New York’s leading abortionist, Madame Restell.
On the other hand, the Tribune’s columns were themselves

~ filled with patent medicine advertising, and when a reader

complained, Greeley wrote: “He should complain to our
advertisers themselves, who are not responsible to us for the
style or language (if decent) of their advertisements, nor have
we any control over them.”” In 1852 the Times wrote that the
Herald was “the recognized organ of quack doctors.”*® This
was, however, the narcissism of small differences: the same
issue of the Times, for instance, included ads for “The
American Mental Alchemist,” Dr. Kellinger’s Liniment,
Doctor Houghton’s Pepsin, and Ayer’s Cherry Pectoral; both
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the Times and the Herald that day ran about two thirds of a
column of medical ads. All the penny papers, to greater or
lesser degrees, adopted the language and morality of laissez
faire.

No less original than the economic organization of the new
journalism was :its political position. Most of the penny
papers, including all of the pioneers in the field, claimed
political independence, something that earlier papers rarely
pretended to. James Gordon Bennett felt that this was closely
tied to the economic design of the penny paper, the “nonsub-
scriber plan,” as he called it, of selling on the streets. Only the
penny press could be a free press, he wrote, “simply because it
is subservient to none of its readers—known to none of its
readers—and entirely ignorant who are its readers and who
are not.”"” The penny papers were not only formally indepen-
dent of political parties but were, relatively speaking, indiffer-
ent to political events. The New York Sun’s lead on a short
item of congressional news was not unusual: “The proceed-
ings of Congress thus far, would not interest our readers.”®
The Sun had announced in its first issue that its object was
“to lay before the public, at a price within the means of
everyone, all the news of the day, and at the same time afford
an advantageous medium for advertising.” No mention of
politics. Early issues of the New York Transcript featured
fiction on page one and inside focused on local items that
rarely included politics. One issue, for instance, included short
paragraphs on attempted rape, riot, attempted suicide, mail
robbery, stingless bees from Mexico, and even news of an
abandoned child left in a basket on a doorstep.”” A year later,
it should be added, articles were longer, there was more court
reporting, and there was more news of national politics.

The Transcript, like some other penny papers, advertised
its divorce from politics. The paper announced in its inaugu-
ral issue that, so far as politics goes, “we have none.” The

Boston Daily Times claimed to be “neutral in politics” and
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advised political parties to find the way into the newspaper increasingly varied, urban, and middle-class society of trade,

columns by advertising. The Baltimore Sun proclaimed:

We shall give no place to religious controversy nor to political
discussions of merely partisan character. On political principles, and
questions involving the interests of honor of the whole country, it
will be free, firm and temperate. Our object will be the common

transportation, and manufacturing.

The six-penny papers responded to the penny newcomers
with charges of sensationalism. This accusation was substan-
tiated less by the way the penny papers treated the news
(there were no sensational photographs, of course, no cartoons

good, without regard to that of sects, factions, or parties; and for this

object we shall labor without fear or partiality.” ~or drawings, no large headlines) than by the fact that the

penny papers would print “news”—as we understand it—at
all. It was common for penny papers, covering a murder trial,
to take a verbatim transcript of the trial and spread it across
most, or all, of the front page. What the six-penny press
decried as immoral was that a murder trial should be reported
at all. The typical news story was the verbatim report,
whether it be of a presidential address, a murder trial, or the
annual statement of the United States Treasury.

News became the mainstay of the daily paper. The penny
papers did not depend on the usual trickle of stale news but
sought out the news. They took pride in their activity, as the
New York Transcript made clear in 1834:

While some penny papers failed, at least at first, to attend
very much to politics at all, others covered politics more
completely than the six-penny press, and just as vigorously.
But even these papers, like the New York Herald, did not
identify their mission or their hopes with partisan politics; to
some extent, the world of parties became just a part of a
larger universe of news. The penny papers were not all
determined to be politically neutral. Horace Greeley’s aim in
establishing the New York Tribune in 1841 was to found “a
journal removed alike from servile partisanship on the one
hand and from gagged, mincing neutrality on the other.”*
But even Greeley’s avowal of principled partisan politics
supports the general point, for Greeley contrasts the Tribune
to the “gagged, mincing neutrality” he surely associated with
some of his penny rivals.

The penny press was novel, not only in economic organiza-
tion and political stance, but in its content. The character of
this originality is simply put: the penny press invented the
modern concept of “news.” For the first time the American
newspaper made it a regular practice to print political news,
not just foreign but domestic, and not just national but local;
for the first time it printed reports from the police, from the
courts, from the streets, and from private households. One
might say that, for the first time, the newspaper reflected not
just commerce or politics but social life. To be more precise,
in the 1830s the newspapers began to reflect, not the affairs of
an elite in a small trading society, but the activities of an

There are eleven large and regularly established daily papers in this
city; and with the exception of the Courier and Enquirer, and
perhaps the 7imes, not one of them employs a news reporter, or
takes any other pains to obtain accurate and correct local informa-
tion—on the other hand there are two small daily NEWS papers,
(ourselves and our cotemporary,) and those two employ four report-
ers, exclusively to obtain the earliest, fullest, and most correct
intelligence on every local incident; and two of these latter arise at 3
in the morning, at which hour they attend the police courts, and are
there employed, with short intermissions, till the close of the office
at 8 in the evening, while others are obtaining correct information
about the city.”

In 1835 the Herald joined the Transcript and its “cotem-
porary”’ the Sun and, by the end of 1837, boasted two
Washington correspondents, permanent correspondents in Ja-
maica and Key West; occasional correspondents in London,
Philadelphia, and Boston; two Canadian correspondents dur-
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ing the MacKenzie Rebellion of 1837; and a correspondent
roving New York State to report on the wheat crop. This was
expensive, the Herald noted, but it was done to gratify the
public.?® A year later the Herald had hired six European
correspondents as regular contributors.* .

The institution of paid reporters was not only novel but, to
some, shocking. Until the late 1820s, New York coverage of
Washington politics relied mainly on members of Congress
writing occasionally to their home papers. Some regular
“letter writers” passed on dull reports and summarized
speeches. James Gordon Bennett, writing in 1827 and 1828
for the New York Enquirer, initiated more lively reporting
with his dispatches on “the court of John Q. Adams.”?®
Adams never accommodated himself to the impudence of the
new journalism: He wrote with disgust in his diary in 1842
that sons of President Tyler “divulged all his cabinet secrets
to a man named Parmalee and John Howard Payne, hired
reporters for Bennett’s Herald newspaper in New
York... .. % His use of “hired” to qualify “reporters” sug-
gests how new, and perhaps disreputable, the institution of a
reportorial staff was.

One way to see the dominance of the newspaper by news,
which the penny press initiated, is to regard it as the decline
of the editorial. This is much less than the whole story, but it
was one of the ways in which contemporaries understood the
change they were witnessing. In an article in North American
Review in 1866, Horace Greeley’s biographer James Parton
sought to explain the phenomenal success and influence of
James Gordon Bennett’s New York Herald. Parton reviewed
current opinion about the Herald. One view was that the
Herald rose to prominence because it was a very bad newspa-
per, pandering to the bad taste of the public. A second view,
and Parton’s own view, was that the Herald succeeded
because it was a very good newspaper—but that the newspa-
per had become something different from what the Herald’s
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critics assumed it to be. Parton argued that people who
thought the Herald a bad paper spoke mainly of its editorials
which, he admitted, were execrable. Bennett was ornery,
prejudiced, misanthropic, and opportunistic, and his editorials
reflected his nature. But, Parton went on, the editorial is
dying and only the news is the “point of rivalry” between
papers. The success of a journal had come to depend “wholly
and absolutely upon its success in getting, and its skill in
exhibiting, the news. The word newspaper is the exact and
complete description of the thing which the true journalist
aims to produce.”’

News was, indeed, the point of rivalry with the penny
papers. We have so completely identified the concept of
“news” with the newspaper itself that it may be difficult to
understand how dramatic a change the penny press represent-
ed. Until the 1830s, a newspaper provided a service to
political parties and men of commerce; with the penny press a
newspaper sold a product to a general readership and sold the
readership to advertisers. The product sold to readers was
“news,” and it was an original product in several respects.
First, it claimed to represent, colorfully but without partisan
coloring, events in the world. Thus the news product of one
paper could be compared to that of another for accuracy,
completeness, liveliness, and timeliness. The Herald in 1840
crowed over the accuracy and fullness of its report of a speech
by Daniel Webster and ridiculed a Mr. Stansbury, reporting
for a six-penny paper, who “knows nothing of stenography
and wrote out some thirty or forty pages of small quarto
foolscap, in long hand.”®® The Herald patted itself on the
back, on one occasion, for having had the only reporter on the
school-visiting trip of the City Council and School Fund
commissioners and, on another, for having been the only
paper in the city to print the United States Treasurer’s report
in full.?® As for the timeliness of news, the Herald and the Sun
rivaled each other in printing “extras” and praising them-
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selves for it. The Herald, for instance, boasted on November
21, 1840, of its extra on the day before announcing the arrival
of British forces in Canton: “No other newspaper establish-
ment in New York had the news at that time, nor could they
get it, they are so inefficient and lazy.” %

During the first decades of the nineteenth century, newspa-
pers had increasingly tried to be up-to-date, especially in
reporting the arrival of ships and in printing the news they
brought with them. The New York papers began to send out
small boats to incoming ships to gather up news; in the late
1820s, several papers formed an association which bought a
fast boat to meet the ships for all association members. But
only with the penny press was the competition for news
“beats” firmly established as the chief basis of the newspaper
business. Thanks to James Gordon Bennett, even advertising
became more timely. Until the 1840s advertisers paid a flat
fee, often on an annual basis, to place the same notice in a
paper day after day. In 1847 Bennett announced that, begin-
ning January 1, 1848, all ads in the Herald would have to be
resubmitted daily. This encouraged changing ad copy so that
Bennett’s managing editor, Frederic Hudson, exclaimed in his
history of American journalism:

... the advertisements form the most interesting and practical city
news. They are the hopes, the thoughts, the joys, the plans, the
shames, the losses, the mishaps, the fortunes, the pleasures; the
miseries, the politics, and the religion of the people. Each advertiser
is therefore a reporter, a sort of penny-a-liner, he paying the penny.
What a picture of the metropolis one day’s advertisements in the
Herald presents to mankind!™

The penny papers’ concept of news not only created news
as a marketable product whose attributes-—particularly time-
liness—could be measured, it invented a genre which ac-
knowledged, and so enhanced, the importance of everyday
life. In literature until the eighteenth century, aristocratic
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conventions had dictated that the common aspects of everyday
life could receive only comic treatment, if they were dealt with
at all.®® A similar convention appears to have prevailed in
journalism—newspapers simply did not report on the lives of
ordinary people. Although the War of 1812 ended the almost
exclusive dominance of foreign news in the American press,
local or hometown news, before the penny papers, remained a
minor feature. The commercial press proved less reliable in
reporting local prices of commodities or stocks than in report-
ing foreign news and shipping news.* The penny press, in
contrast, focused on the nearby and the everyday, and for the
first time hired reporters on a regular basis to cover local
news. Reporters were assigned to the police, the courts, the
commercial district, the churches, high society, and sports.
The penny papers made the “human interest story” not only
an important part of daily journalism but its most characteris-
tic feature.

The penny papers saw news in ordinary events where no
one had seen anything noteworthy before. This is nowhere
better indicated than in those moments when even the most
aggressive penny papers had a hard time claiming there had
been any news. In an item headed “The News of the Week,”
the Herald of March 12, 1837 wrote:

THE NEWS OF THE WEEK

'Is not of very much importance. Yet the most insignificant events
can be swelled to matters of great moment, if they are traced up
eternity to their causes, or down eternity to their consequences. Not
a single incident—not the slightest event that does not become a part
of the time past or the time to come, and thus mix with the greatest
everlasting both in time and in space. The news of a day—of a
week—is supposed by the superficial blockheads who conduct
newspapers and govern nations—or cheat the public—or sell quack
medicine—or stir up politics—or shave in Wall Street, to be of
trifling moment. And so it is to them. To the philosopher who dips
deeply into things, it is different.™
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The penny papers inaugurated this democratic attitude to- ‘ The attention to the everyday, and particularly the focus on
ward the happenings of the world: any event, no matter how the social life of the rich, helped obscure the division of public
apparently trivial, might qualify for print in a newspaper. and private life. For an editor like Bennett, little was privi-
The attention to everyday life did not necessarily mean leged, personal, or private—though he was cautious enough
attention to the familiar. The penny papers printed much that in his reports on high society to use initials rather than names.
would appeal to the ordinary middle-class reader precisely ‘Penny papers introduced news of family squabbles and scan-
because it was exotic—it concerned the everyday lives of other ~ dals. While notices of marriages and deaths were familiar in
classes. Benjamin Day at the Sun pioneered the coverage of newspapers, printing birth announcements was not. When
the criminal, especially in reporting police news. Bennett, ~the Pittsburgh Daily Express advocated the propriety of
from the Herald’s earliest days, I‘CpOI‘th on the social affairs recording births in the papers, Bennett’s sarcastic comment in
of the elite of New York and Saratoga. As was usual with ‘the Herald indicated his approval, while protecting his flank
Bennett, he advertised his own innovation: ' of propriety: “Why, the practice would rouse up all the Miss
No one ever attempted till now to bring out the graces, the polish, ~ Squeamishes in the country. It is no argument that they do
the eleganc.ies, the bright ‘and airy attributes. qf social life. We never . such things in England; they do a great many things in
caln be an indepennent [fi;l], afhapfpy;l an orlg'm;al pecl).[?e, unltt:si we . England that would not suit here!”®
rely on our resources, either [or rashion, gaiety, poiilics, potatoes, . .
ﬂozr, or manufactures. Our purpose has bfen, :chf is, to gise to the ‘ In Februar}.', 1848, E.l .Washlngton correspondent for the
highest society of New York a life, a varicty, a piquancy, a New York Tribune, writing under the name “Persimmon,”
brilliancy, an originality that will entirely outstrip the worn out sketched the luncheon habits of Representative William Saw-
races of Europe, who have been degenerating for the last twenty yer of Ohio. His article detailed how each day at two o’clock
generations.” Sawyer moved from his seat in the House to a place behind
Diarist Philip Hone recorded the preserice of a Herald and to the left of the Speaker’s chair, near the window, and
reporter at a fancy dress ball he attended in 1840. The host proceeded to take out his lunch. He would unfold a greasy
consented to the presence of the reporter, Hone wrote, be- paper and eat the bread and sausage it contained, wipe his
cause this imposed on the reporter “a sort of obligation . . . to hands on the paper, and throw the paper out the window. He
used his jackknife for a toothpick and his pantaloons and

refrain from abusing the house, the people of the house, and

their guests, which would have been done in case of a denial.”  coatsleeves for a napkin. Sawyer objected to this coverage and

Hone continued: “But this is a hard alternative; to submit to his friends succeeded in passing a resolution (119 to 46)
ousting all Tribune reporters from their seats or desks on the

this kind of surveillance is getting to be intolerable, and

nothing but the force of public opinion will correct the House floor. “What was the offense of the “Tribune,’ after

insolence. . . .”’* Public opinion was in no such mood. Bennett all?” asked the Tribune correspondent in a later article.
“Nothing in the world but stating a few facts, not against the

devoted most of page one to this ball, suggesting that it '
“created a greater sensation in the fashionable world than ~ moral character of anybody, but about the personal habits of a
member of the House.”™

anything of the kind since the creation of the world, or the fall
Shortly before this incident, the House had failed to

of beauteous woman, or the frolic of old Noah, after he left ;
the ark and took to wine and drinking.” _ censure the organ of the Democratic administration for call-
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ing a member of the House a liar. That was a kind of
journalism they were used to. The new journalism of the
penny press, on the other hand, ushered in a new order, a
shared social universe in which “public” and “private” would
be redefined. It is no wonder that this should have appalled
those who believed the early days of the American Republic
had re-established the elevated public realm of the Greek city-
states and the Roman Forum. Something new was threaten-
ing this idyll, something Hannah Arendt refers to as the
creation of society, “that curiously hybrid realm where private
interests assume public significance.”* Both meanings of
interest—self-aggrandizement and curiosity—seem fitting
here. With the growth of cities and of commerce, everyday life
acquired a density and a fascination quite new, “society” was
palpable as nevér before, and the newspapers—especially the
penny papers—werc both agent and expression of this
change.

Granting that this fairly describes the changes in American
journalism in the 1830s, what can account for it? Why did it
happen? More precisely, why did it happen when and where
it did? Recapitulating, what took place is that a cheap press
originated in the 1830s in New York, a city which was
already the national hub of interurban trade, transportation,
and communication.”* It quickly spread to the other leading
urban centers—Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. The
new press was distinctive economically—in selling cheaply, in
its distribution by newsboys, and in its reliance on advertising;
politically—in its claims to independence from party; and
substantively—in its focus on news, a genre it invented. What
accounts for all this?

These changes in journalism were closely connected to
broad social, economic, and political change which I shall
refer to as the rise of a “democratic market society.” This
meant the expansion of a market economy and political
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democracy or, put another way, the democratization of busi-
ness and politics sponsored by an urban middle class which
trumpeted “equality” in social life. To show that this is what
was happening in the 1830s and to relate it to journalism is to
do more than conclusive and compact evidence will allow.. But
there is much to make the case persuasive. It becomes all the
more appealing when the inadequacies of likely alternative
explanations are made plain. The two that require most
attention are the technological argument and the literacy
argument.

Explanations of the Revolution in Journalism

The Technological Argument

The technological argument is the powerful idea that
technological advances in printing and related industries and
the development of cailroad transportation and later tele-
graphic communications were the necessary preconditions for
a cheap, mass-circulation, news-hungry, and independent
press. This idea is more a reflex in commentary on American

~ journalism than a well-considered theory, but it is a common

and fundamental reflex and bears examination.*
The pertinence of a technological explanation to radical

~ changes in journalism in the 1830s is beyond question. The

wooden, hand-powered press, practically unchanged since
Gutenberg, was transformed in the early nineteenth century.
The first iron presses came into use at the turn of the century.
While no faster than the wooden presses, they were easier to
operate and the quality of their impressions was higher. A
series of mechanical innovations in the next two decades
improved these flatbed hand presses, but the manually
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powered presses began to give way to steam and the flatbed
design to a cylinder press. The first book in America printed
by a steam-driven press was published in 1823. By the 1840s
the steam press dominated the American market. The change
from the flatbed to the cylinder press was just as important.
Frederick Koenig pioneered in both developments, inventing a
steam-powered cylinder press which was first used to print
the London Times of November 29, 1814. It produced one
thousand sheets per hour per side, roughly ten times faster
than the best flatbed hand press. Still, it was not instantly
accepted. The cylinder press required greater skill to use than
the flatbed press, and the quality of the work it produced was
not great. Further, its productivity far outstripped the needs
of most printers, so its use was confined to newspapers and
magazines. The first two-cylinder press was the “Hoe Type
Revolving Machine,” first operated for the Philadelphia
Public Ledger in 1847. The Hoe machine, and its improve-
ments, became standard equipment for the world’s newspa-
pers in the nineteenth century. The speed and convenience of
the cylinder press were increased in the 1850s and 1860s
when “stereotyping” (casting plates for printing from molds)
was perfected for curved plates.

What may have been the most important technical develop-
ment of the early nineteenth century came in paper manufac-
ture. During the eighteenth century, scarcity of paper was the
greatest problem for printers. Paper was made primarily from
rags. In an early effort in consumer ecology, popular educa-
tion stressed the preservation of rags which were then picked
up by carts to be taken to the paper mills. In 1799, N. L.
Robert patented the Fourdrinier paper-making machine, still
using rags for raw material. (Not until 1844 would a process
be developed to make ground wood pulp available for paper,
and. it was not introduced to the United States until 1866.) By
the late eighteenth century, processes for reducing rags to
pulp had developed faster than processes for transforming the
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pulp to paper. The Fourdrinier process changed this and,
after 1827, when it was first imported, was widely used in
America.*®

None of these improvements were unrelated to changes in
transportation. The development of railroads and canals in
the early nineteenth century made it possible for the best
equipment in manufacturing to reach a wider market. In
1810 the two-hundred-odd American papermills furnished
newsprint only to nearby localities, but, during the 1830s,
railroad transportation began to carry the best products of the
best machinery to more distant places. In 1830 the United
States had only twenty-three miles of railroad. In 1840 it had
three thousand and would have thirty thousand by the Civil
War#

Needless to say, these developments were crucial to the rise
of high circulation newspapers and helped make it possible to
sell newspapers”cheaply. (At the same time, one might add,
they made starting a newspaper a more weighty capital
~ investment.) But the causal relationship did not go only one
way. Most of the early nineteenth century developments were
merely mechanical—few could not have been developed, in
terms of the world’s supply of knowledge, decades, or even
centuries, before. Invention in printing and paper manufac-
ture was not autonomous but was stimulated by other factors.
The increasing demand for books and newspapers was what
~one historian of printing called a “permanent incentive to
invention.” ** A far from negligible factor was that newspa-
pers themselves supported inventors. Koenig’s work was
subsidized by John Walter, proprietor of the Times. In
~ America, the penny papers were consistently the first to
_install the latest machinery in printing. Indeed, it may be
more accurate to say that the penny press introduced steam
power to American journalism than to say that steam brought
forth the penny press. The New York Sun printed its first
edition on a flatbed hand-run press making two hundred
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impressions  an hour. Within a few months editor Benjamin
Day announced the purchase of a cylinder press making one
thousand impressions an hour. By that time the Sun was
already a spectacular success; rivaling the largest six-penny
papers in the city with a circulation of four thousand. By
1835, when the Sun became the first newspaper in the
country to purchase a steam-driven press, its circulation was
already approaching twenty thousand.*®

The development of the telegraph illustrates a similar
interaction between technological change and business enter-
prise in journalism. The telegraph came into use in the 1840s,
after the penny press had proved itself. The newspapers
encouraged the development of the telegraph, and this was
especially true of a penny paper, the Baltimore Sun. The first
telegraph line in the United States was an experimental line
between Washington and Baltimore. The Sun’s early use of it
encouraged wider acceptance of telegraphic communication,
although most of the press, like most of the public, was at first
unwilling to believe, or unable to comprehend, its promise.”
The Sun’s printing of the telegraphically communicated news
of President Polk’s war message in 1846 was reprinted in
Paris by the French Academy of Sciences alongside an
authenticated copy of the original address; this demonstration
of the accuracy of the telegraph helped persuade the French
government to make appropriations for a Paris-Brussels tele-
graph line.”® While Robert Luther Thompson, in his history
of the American telegraph industry, argues that the outbreak
of the war with Mexico in 1846 “virtually forced” newspa-
pers to use the telegraph, the evidence he cites suggests

something different. He indicates that James Gordon Bennett

of the New York Herald, Horace Greeley of the New York
Tribune, Moses Beach, the new editor of the New York Sun,
and William Swain of the Philadelphia Public Ledger made
the first and fullest use of telegraph services.* Only the penny
press, then, exploited the telegraph, just as the penny papers
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had been first to use new machinery in printing. Penny
papers specifically, not newspapers generally, made use of the
telegraph; the peculiar disposition of the penny press to seek
timely news, not an irresistible attraction of fast news service
in wartime, is important here.

"The modern mass-circulation newspaper would be unimag-
inable without the technical developments of the early nine-
teenth century. They obviously facilitated the rise of the
penny press. But they do not explain it. Technological change
was not autonomous and itself begs explanation. And while it
made mass circulation newspapers possible, it did not make
them necessary or inevitable. Further, while the technological
argument relates to the low cost and high circulation of the
penny papers, it says nothing at all about their distinctive
content.

The Literacy Argument

A second hypothesis is worth considering. We could say
that schooling and widespread literacy developed in the
nineteenth century and stimulated the demand for newspa-
pers. Because new readers were unsophisticated, their tastes
tended to be simple, concrete, particular, and local. Not only
would this explain the growth of newspaper circulation, but it
would explain the emphasis in the penny press on local news
and human interest.

‘This hypothesis, which, like the technological 'argument,
appears as a kind of reflex in histories of journalism, is
difficult to investigate.*® While it is hard to trace the effects of
technology, it is at least easy to know when technology is
introduced or altered. It is hard to know anything at all about
literacy in the early nineteenth century. Most historical
studies of literacy are, at best, studies of illiteracy. That is, we
can know what percentage of married men in a particular
village were so illiterate that they could not sign their own
marriage certificates. But we do not know whether or not they
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could read.® Nor do we know what we can assume of those
who did sign their own names. Could they have read a
broadside? a newspaper? the Bible? Blackstone? Did they?
Would they have wanted to or needed to?

Without literacy, large-circulation newspapers are impossi-
ble. But is an increase in literacy in itself a stimulus to
newspaper circulation? There are good reasons to doubt it. In
general, we make too much of a fetish of the term “literacy.”
The difference between not being able to read at all and being
able to read a bit may not be socially or psychologically
significant; it may not represent much of a leap in mental

THE AGE OF EGALITARIANISM: THE PENNY PRESS

we might instead seek reasons why literacy would be neces-
sary or encouraged and presume from that a growth in
literacy. Rather than reading through the marriage records,
we should look for the use of the written word in advertising
posters and shop signs; we should look for the growth of
coffechouses, artificial lighting, and newspapers.*® The appeal
in the history of newspapers, the history of books and
printing, and the history of literature and culture to the
changing “demands” of a growing literate public very nearly
puts the cart before the horse. No doubt it is true that a
literate society is radically different from a nonliterate society,

and the invention of writing was surely a sea change in :

powers or capacities for abstraction. It may be simply a |
human consciousness.* But the spread of literacy to the i

H marginal increase in receptivity to an environment which

includes some print. Becoming literate is not primarily a-

question of the intelligence of the learner and the availability
of formal instruction; it has more to do with the nature of the
environment and the character of instruction.

This condenses two points. The first point is that the
nature of the environment constrains the development of
literacy. “The most pervasive factor of all in restricting
literacy,” Ian Watt writes of eighteenth-century England,
“was probably the lack of positive inducement to learn.” He
goes on:

Being able to read was a necessary accomplishment only for those
destined to the middle-class occupations—commerce, administration
and the professions; and since reading is inherently a difficult
psychological process and one which requires continual practice, it
is likely that only a small proportion of the labouring classes who
were technically literate developed into active members of the
reading public, and further, that the majority of these were concen-
trated in those employments where reading and writing was a
vocational necessity.*”

If Watt is right that people learn to read when reading
becomes important, then the literacy argument should be
inverted. Rather than looking for direct evidence of literacy,
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illiterate portion of a literate society is quite another matter—
more subtle, more complex, and, very likely, as much a result
of increased printing as a cause of it.

But even this formulation—that literacy follows induce-
ments to it—is too narrowly conceived. This is the second
point: learning to read is a social process dependent for its
success on who is teaching, what kind of reading materials are
being used, and how the students feel about themselves. The
Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, has written of the larger
human context of literacy:

Learning to read and write ought to be an opportunity for men to
know what speaking the word really means: a human act implying
reflection and action. As such it is a primordial human right and not
the privilege of a few. Speaking the word is not a true act if it is not
at the same time associated with the right of self-expression and
world-expression, of creating and re-creating, of deciding and
choosing and ultimately participating in society’s historical
process.” '

What would explain a rise in literacy, then, in a literate
society, would be an extension of political and economic rights
or, more generally, an extension to more persons of the sense
that they are actors in history. That Americans were more
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likely than Europeans to have this sense in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries may help account for the country’s
reputation as unusually literate and attached to reading.®
What would account for an absence of widespread literacy
in a literate society would be any conditions preventing the
participation of people in the society’s decision making. There
is evidence for nineteenth century England which supports
this. It appears that the rudiments of literacy were available
in England before literature developed to improve or exploit
it. There apparently was a literate working-class public able
to read newspapers before 1820. The circulation of several of
the radical papers ran far ahead of that of the leading daily,
the Times, or the leading weekly, the Observer. These latter
papers had circulations only slightly larger than their six-
penny Americdn counterparts. But Cobbett’s two-penny Reg-
ister ran forty to sixty thousand copies a week in 1816-1817.
The Northern Star sold ten thousand papers a week within its
first four months during the Chartist movement. At its height
in 1839, it sold forty to sixty thousand copies 2 week.”

Was this a “demand” for newspapers? Or was it a result of
“inducements” to a reading public? If a demand, why was the
demand so fitful, rising and falling with the availability of
radical political papers and radical political hopes? If a
demand, why so specific, failing to increase the circulation of
the major dailies? If a general “demand” for newspapers in a
competitive market, why did it fail to force the major dailies to
lower their prices and seek a wider readership? The notion of
“demand” explains nothing by itself. As for “inducements,”
there are different kinds, and the strictly occupational induce-
ments that Watt writes about, important as they may appear,
may be less vital than the whole range of social changes, many
of them political, that enable persons to emerge from what
Freire calls the “culture of silence.” **

To state the case more modestly, literacy is a necessary, but
not sufficient, condition for a growth in newspaper circula-
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tion. Kenneth Lockridge’s study of literacy in colonial New
England is relevant here. Lockridge found that, in 1660, 60
percent of New England males signed their wills; it was’ 70
percen.t in 1710, 85 percent in 1760, and 90 percent by 1790
He estimates that half of those unable to sign wills could read.
Thus, there was practically universal adult male literacy ir;
| New If_)ngland by 1790. Lockridge links this to a Protestant
e'ducatlongl impulse and strengthens his case by showing that
literacy elsewhere in the colonies was lower than in New
E}Tlgland, while literacy in other devoutly Protestant coun-
tries—Scotland and Sweden—was remarkably high.*
But what did the literacy of New England and Scotland
?md Sweden do for advances in prihting technology? What did
1‘t‘ ﬁo for newspaper circulation? It did nothing at all. The
main refldingumaterial remained religious books. The extraor-
d;nary literacy rate did not produce a secular press, and when
Fhe cheap, high-circulation press appeared, it did ;ot appear
_ In these areas of highest literacy but in urban commercial
centers and, most of all, in New York. '

 The Natural History Argument

‘The lfteracy argument begs important questions, but it has
the merit of being a genuine explanation—a statement of a
cause and its consequences and an effort to trace a reasonable
connection between them. Most histories of American news-
papers have sought only to describe, not to explain, the
?ha}nges in American journalism. They take a Whiggish ’tone
intimating a natural progress toward the “modern” news a-’
per, though they never bother to define what “modefn”
means. The progress they see is from a captive press to a free
independent press. Walter Lippmann, in an essay written in’
1931, provides a statement of this position more elegant than
most but still representative of many of the works of histori-
ans and journalists-turned-historians. Lippmann suggests
that any nation’s press will naturally pass through stages of
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demand, why so specific, failing to increase the circulation of
the major dailies? If a general “demand” for newspapers in a
competitive market, why did it fail to force the major dailies to
lower their prices and seek a wider readership? The notion of
“demand” explains nothing by itself. As for “inducements,”
there are different kinds, and the strictly occupational induce-
ments that Watt writes about, important as they may appear,
may be less vital than the whole range of social changes, many
of them political, that enable persons to emerge from what
Freire calls the “culture of silence.” ®®
To state the case more modestly, literacy is a necessary, but
not sufficient, condition for a growth in newspaper circula-
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| The l?teracy argument begs important questions, but it has
the merit of being a genuine explanation—a statement of a
cause and its consequences and an effort to trace a reasonable
connection between them. Most histories of American news-
 papers have sought only to describe, not to explain, the
'cha.mges in American journalism. They take a Whiggish ,tone
intimating a natural progress toward the “modern” newspa-,-
per, though they never bother to define what “modern”
: fneans. The progress they see is from a captive press to a free
independent press. Walter Lippmann, in an essay written in,
1931, provides a statement of this position more elegant than
most but still representative of many of the works of histori-
ans and journalists-turned-historians. Lippmann suggests
that any nation’s press will naturally pass through stages of
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This is right, on the whole, for the period since the 1830s,
wrong for any time before that. Part of the significance of the
penny papers is precisely that they created a struggle for
circulation. This is not the only instance where Park read a
modern assumption of journalism back into the past. He
argued that the first newspapers were “simply devices for
organizing gossip.” In fact, the first newspapers were more
attuned to business and political news than anything resem-
bling local “gossip.” Park emphasized gossip, incorrectly,
!Jecause he was trying to establish that the newspaper was an
important institution in the transition of social life from
tradition to modernity, from village to city, from “communi-
ty” to “society.” Thus he argued that “the work of the
newspaper, as a gatherer and interpreter of the news, was but
an extension of the function which was otherwise performed

spontaneously by the community itself through the medium of
personal contact and gossip.” According to Park, the newspa-

per has the same function in modern society that gossip took

in the traditional village. How well does it serve its function?

Park’s answer was foreordained by his governing Darwinian
assumptions: “Humanly speaking, the present newspapers
are about as good as they can be.”

Park’s essay is important because his self-consciousness
about “natural history” makes explicit what would most
probably be the standard explanation of the history of Ameri-
can journalism, if standard histories of journalism sought self-
consciously to be explanatory. It is a “natural history”
Lippmann offers in his stages of the growing independence of
newspapers (or, as it might be better put, the changing
character of the dependence of newspapers, which bowed first
to government, then to parties, then to the public, and finally
to the professionals). It is a natural history, often self-
congratulatory or self-serving, seldom self-evident, that most
histories of newspapers provide. The basic reference work is

development. In the first stage, the press is a monopoly
controlled by government. The press then passes to a stage
where political parties, not government, control publication.
In the third stage, the press breaks from both government and
party “by enlisting the commercially profitable support of a
large body of readers.” In the United States, of course, this
stage begins with the penny papers. Lippmann sights a
fourth, or “professional,” era in journalism emerging after
World War L. When this stage should reach full flower, he
writes, newspapers would institutionalize the use of “trained
intelligence.” They would be so attached to the conscientious
pursuit of an “approximation to objective fact” that they
would be free even of the changing tastes and prejudices of the

| public itself.” .
I ° Lippmann ifitended to help usher in this final stage, but his
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« essay suggests that it will evolve of its own accord. The view
? that the development of the press is governed by a self-
| explanatory evolutionary dynamic is made explicit in one of
| the few significant sociological comments on the press, Robert
Park’s 1925 essay, “The Natural History of the Newspaper”:

T e

e

The newspaper, like the modern city, is not wholly a rational
product. No one sought to make it just what it is. In spite of all the
efforts of individual men and generations of men to control it and to
make it something after their own heart, it has continued to grow
and change in its own incalculable ways.”

S e e

The history of a newspaper, then, is a natural history, the
story of the unfolding evolution of a social form. The modern
newspaper is “the type that has survived under the conditions
of modern life,” and so the natural history of the press is the
history of this “surviving species.” It is, Park writes, “an
account of the conditions under which the existing newspaper
has grown up and taken form.”

Park then makes a further specification: the struggle for
existence, for a newspaper, is the struggle for circulation.
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Frank Luther Mott’s American Journalism, an invaluable
chronicle—but only a chronicle, characterized by what Mott
calls his “sympathetic admiration” for American journalism
and his conviction that “no generalization about it is safe.”®
(No generalization s safe, but we live by them and with
them.)

Mott offers no overarching explanation of changes in
American journalism. Where he does seek to explain pieces of
the puzzle, he is brief and unconvincing. He lists four factors
to account for the growth of newspaper circulation between
1833 and 1860. First, the population grew. Second, public
education and increased literacy created “a nation of readers.”
Third, more democratic forms of government increased popu-
lar interest in public affairs. Finally, the reduction in newspa-
per prices made the press available to poorer people. But why,
for instance, were newspaper prices reduced? Mott acknowl-
edges only the technological improvements in presses and
paper-making which made cheaper papers possible. Why did
only -the penny papers lower prices? Mott does not say. He
identifies the penny press with the industrial revolution, but
he is most laconic in defining what this means. He tells us
only that “behind it all was the machine.”®

In one respect, I will emulate Park’s advice, if not his
example. Park called for an account of the “conditions” that
brought into being the newspaper as we know it. I will try to
provide such an accounting. But to do so is not to write a
natural history nor to write a history without explanation.
The endeavor does not take inevitability for granted, nor does
it assume that the important factors are unconnected to
conscious human activity. On the contrary, the inadequacies
of the arguments about technology and about literacy stem
from their eagerness for technical solutions which bypass
considerations of how individual and collective human choices
are made. Constrained by social circumstances, people make
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their own hl.story and, sometimes, even unmake the conditions
and conventions that guided them.

The Age of Egalitarianism and the Press

The 1830s ax"‘e commonly known as the “Jacksonian era” or
the age of “Jacksonian Democracy.” A standard pocket

Commagerl titles the chapter on this period Jacksonian
Democracy Sweeps In.” The authors summarize Jackson’s
f:reed as “faith in the common man; belief in political equal-
ity; t.)elief in equal economic opportunity; hatred of mono‘;ol
special privilege, and the intricacies of capitalistic ﬁnance}j:
They argue that Jackson’s policies implemented this crec;d
and that a democratic wave swept the country in the form of
manhood suffrage, informal manners, a cheap press, public
scho.oling, and the advance of the religious sects mos; gemo-
cratic in their governance.*

Fo? all the abuse this view has taken in the past decade or
two, it does not seem to me to have been seriously tarnished
Rather .than destroying the view of the 1830s as a democratic.
era, revisionist historians have just located the egalitarianism
more precisely, not in the person or party of Jackson, but in a
sharp democratization of both business and poli,tics that
transcended party. Revisionists have shown that long before
Jackson, as Tocqueville and other European visitors observed
the United States was more democratic in politics and man-,
ners than European nations. They have shown, sometimes in
excr.uciating detail, that wealth was not more evénly distribut-
ed in the 1830s than before—indeed, it appears that the
contrary may be true.” Douglas Miller has even argued that
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America had become progressively more democratic from
1789 to the 1820s and that the Jacksonian period reversed
this development; the gentry declined, but a wealthy capitalist
class replaced it so that visions of a classless society were
belied in the very years in which they were most fervently
discussed.®

But all this, it seems to me, far from being an attack on the
idea that the 1830s were an egalitarian age, confirms just that
hypothesis. Equality in the 1830s and 1840s meant the
opening of careers to talent, the opening of opportunity to
persons regardless of birth or breeding. That is what the age
of Jackson celebrated. An even distribution of income had
nothing to do with it. But more people acquired wealth and
political power and brought with them a zeal for equal
opportunity thit led to the expansion of public education, the
denial of government-granted monopolies to corporations and
more flexible procedures for incorporating, the abolition of
licensing regulations for doctors and lawyers, and other
reforms we identify as “Jacksonian.” It seems clear that in
the United States, not unlike France and England in the same
era, the angry shouts of “aristocracy” and “monopoly”’ came
primarily from a growing urban middle class, while the
epithets “anarchy” and “democracy” were hurled at this
bourgeoisie by established mercantile elites. Contrary to Toc-
queville and contrary to the implications of the revisionists,
America did have to suffer a democratic revolution. It did so
beginning in the years after 1815 and reaching a height in the
1830s and 1840s. In those decades the country was trans-
formed from a liberal mercantilist republic, still cradled in
aristocratic values, family, and deference, to an egalitarian
market democracy, where money had new power, the individ-
ual new standing, and the pursuit of self-interest new honor.
This is what Fenimore Cooper, on his return from Europe,
had sensed and feared.

In the 1830s, established mercantile and financial leaders
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in the cities were jostled by a newer, more numerous group of
enterprising capitalists whose advance culminated symbolical-
ly, if not practically, in the assault on the United States Bank.
‘There was not a sharp division between the old gentry and
the new wealth; in New York, the center of the nation’s

. economy, all came to meet at the common forum of the New

York Stock Exchange. But the Exchange itself, founded in
1817 and not of much significance until the late 1820s,
symbolized the new economic order.”” A democratization of
economic life was in progress.®® By this I mean simply that
more people were entering into a cash (and credit) nexus by
becoming investors and by consuming goods produced outside
the household and that their attitudes and ambitions were

increasingly conditioned by this fact.

Economic development was promoted and shared by many
rather than few. This is well illustrated in the financing of the
railroads. Between 1830 and 1850, the miles of track rose
from less than one hundred to nearly nine thousand. The rails
were promoted by the large and small merchants of the chief
seaport cities. When the Western Railroad in Massachusetts
was financed in 1835, it had 2,800 individual stockholders,
most of them owning from one to four hundred-dollar shares.
The largest stockholder had just 200 shares and the 100
largest stockholders together held less than 40 percent of the
stock.” What private capital came to the railroads before
1860, historian George Taylor observes, came from “a multi-
tude of private savers, both large and small.”"

After the War of 1812 and especially after the depression of
1818, investment shifted from shipping to manufacturing and
transportation. Booming economic conditions in the South
and West in the 1820s led to increased demand in those
regions for the manufactured goods of the Northeast—tex-
tiles, leather products, clothes, shoes, and farm machinery.
More and more products were included in the market; fewer
things were made at home for home use. By 1830, the radical
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shift from homemade to shop- and factory-made goods was
well along, especially in the Northeast. Not only goods, like
textiles, but also services were sold in the market.. For
instance, people turned from home care and home remedies to
doctors and patent medicines for their health needs. Doct'ors
could compete favorably with family care because th.e im-
provement of roads and the concentration of populat.lo.nﬂm
cities dramatically cut the cost of a physician’s f'lome visit.
The penny papers themselves contribute(.i directly to the
extension of the market in two ways. First, they made
advertisements more available to more people and so enlarged
the potential market for manufactured goods. Second, they
transformed the newspaper from something to be borrowed or
read at a club or library to a product one bought for hor'ne
consumption. Isaac Clark Pray observed that matches, which
replaced the tin box and flint and steel, becam.e popular about
the same time as the penny press and had this same effect:

Id in every
The cheap matches and the cheap newspapers were so
street. Families before this, had borrowed coals of f.ire and newspa-
pers of their richer neighbors. With the reduced prices, each family

had a pride in keeping its own match-box, and in taking its favorite

daily journal.™

The democratization of economic life brought with .it
attitudes that stressed economic gain to the exclusion of soc.lal
aims; business practice more regularly began to reward StI‘lCF-
ly economic ties over broader ones. A poor boy from Connecti-
cut who became a successful New York busmessmar.l, recall-
ing this period, observed that New Engl.and boys did better
than native New Yorkers in store, counting room, and office
work. He gave two explanations:

i nds, or do
One is, they are not afraid to work, or to run errands, |
cheerfully what they are told to do. A second reason, they do their
work quickly. A New York boy has many acquaintances—a New
England boy has none, and is not called upon to stop and talk, when
sent out by the merchant.”
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The comment s instructive: socializing was coming to be seen
as, and perhaps to some extent coming to be, a barrier to
economic success, not its prerequisite.

The bourgeois revolution of the Jacksonian period was as
visible in politics as in business. By the 1820s the party system

- of the early years of the Republic had collapsed. Though

fourteen states had had relatively well-established two-party
systems, by 1824 only five states still had elections contested
in terms of the old party designations of Federalist and
Republican: But a “second American party system” emerged
between 1828 and 1840. It was not a continuation or revival
of the earlier system. It was something quite new. For one
thing, electoral regulations changed what politics meant. In
1800 only two states chose presidential electors by popular
vote, but after 1832 only South Carolina did not. The
property qualification for voting, boldly advocated by the likes
of John Adams as late as 1820, died out. By 1840, in most
states, universal white manhood suffrage was so widely
supported that it was a political liability to have ever advocat-

ed anything else.™

Probably more important, party organization changed.
Party machinery replaced the legislative caucus; formal orga-
nization supplanted the informality and avocational character
of the old politics. This meant, among other things, that there
was simply more political work to be done, and patronage and
prestige attracted men from different social strata to do it.
“For increasing numbers of men,” Richard McCormick
writes, “politics, or more specifically the operation of party

machinery, was to become a vocation.”™ Indeed, Richard

Hofstadter has for this reason offered Martin Van Buren,
rather than Andrew Jackson, as the representative figure of
Jacksonian Democracy. Van Buren was one of the “new
breed” of political leaders. He and other members of New
York’s “Albany Regency” were prototypes of the new class of
professional politicians. Van Buren, like two other members
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of the Regency, was the son of a tavernkeeper; others in the
group had grown up on farms, and few had formal education.

Hofstadter describes them:

They were, in short, modern political professionals who love the
bonhomie of political gatherings, a coterie of more-or-less equals
who relied for success not on the authority of a brilliant charismatic
leader but on their solidarity, patience, and discipline. Their party
gave them a creed, a vocation and a congenial social world all in
one. It is hardly surprising that they should have developed a firm
and self-conscious awareness of the imperatives of party organiza-
tion, and have laid down a comprehensive set of canons for its

management.”

These new professionals did not re-establish old parties run
by personal cliques but invented new organizations, popularly
based and democratically run.

The new parties were doctrinally, as well as institutionally,
new. They shared more with one another than with either the
Federalists or the Republicans of an earlier day.” In the
1830s both Whigs and Democrats subscribed to principles of
political democracy that neither Federalists nor Republicans
would have recognized. The meaning of politics, as well as
the nature of politicians, had changed. Leadership in the past
had been defined by “the problems and responsibilities of
general development” in society, but leadership became “a
task of representing a particular element of the system and
attempting to secure its objectives through conflict and com-
promise with the other elements.”™ In other words, the old
politics had focused on what was right; the new politics
centered on who was rightful, who could amass the most units
of private interest, rather than who could define the general
interest. :

In the old politics, the very idea of party was suspect. Party
had been associated with everything particular, artificial, and
selfish. Antiparty sentiment was identified with community,
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tradition, and deference in politics. Antiparty feelings persist-
ed into the 1830s, especially among the Whigs, but it was
dying, and what Richard Hofstadter calls “the idea of a party
system” was born. In the 1830s people began to identify—
deeply—with political parties. Historian Ronald Formisano
writes that it was in this period that “mass party loyalty as a
stable basis came into being for the first time in American
history.”™ -

The democratization of business and politics in the 1830s
§uggests a framework for understanding the revolution in
journalism in the same period. The social upheaval in Amer-
ica, like that in England in the same years, was characterized
by a lot of rhetoric about “democracy,” some working class
agitation, and some socialist and unionizing efforts, but
p.rimarily it was a middle-class revolution. This is not to
diminish it but to identify it. England’s celebrated Reform
Bill of 1832, both promoted and feared at the time as the
ultimate democratization of the body politic, only modéstly
enlarged the voting population. But at the same time, the
Reform Bill was the beginning of changes reaching far
beyond the relative insignificance of its immediate practical
achievement. The same was true in the United States. The
Age of Egalitarianism in America was no special friend to the
common person, the laborer, the immigrant. It was more the
day of the skilled craftsmen, the small and large merchants
the small and large tradesmen who were able to move up ir;
the worlds of politics and business and transform those
_ worlds. Here, too, the entering wedge of a commercial middle
| class brought with it new institutions and a new consciousness
f that would radically affect every stratum of society.

This framework for understanding the 1830s helps explain
- and is itself illuminated by the penny press. The founding of
the penny papers is evidence of the new kind of entrepreneur
; and the new type of enterprise the 1830s encouraged. The
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qualities contemporaries admired or detested ?n tht.zse pa-
pers—relative independence from party, low .prlce, high cir-
culation, emphasis on news, timeliness, sensation—have to do
with the rise of an urban middle class. The nat}xre of .the
connection between the middle class and the new journalism
can be appreciated by looking more closely at the most
important of the penny papers, the New York Herald.

The Social Standing of the Penny Press

James Gordon Bennett was born in Scotland in 1795, a
Catholic on Calvinist soil. At the age of twentyjfour he
emigrated to Halifax. After teaching school,' clerking, and
proofreading in Halifax, in Addison, Maine, in Bost?n, and
in New York, he got his first serious newspaper experience o
the Charleston Courier in 1822. A year later he was back in
New York, writing for various journals. In 1827 an('l 1828 he
served James Watson Webb’s New York. Enquzrer. as a
Washington correspondent, during which tlmfz he enlivened
Washington reporting, making newspaper d1scou’1;se less a
simple record of events and more a news “st.ory. Bennett
worked for Webb until 1832, after which he tried to set up a
paper of his own. In 1835, with five hundred dollars, a few
months shy of his fortieth birthday, he began the New York
Herald. He remained its editor until his death in 1872.. .
There is no question that Bennett was the most orlglnal
figure in American journalism, at least until Joseph Pulitzer.
Nor is there any doubt that the Herald was the most
important and widely read American newspaper in the dec-
ades before the Civil War. When Bennett died, Samuel
Bowles, editor of the Springfield Republican, wrote an ap-
praisal of Bennett and the Herald which judiciously sums up

the consensus:
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He was a coarse and vigorous writer, but excelled more in organiza-
tion and enterprise. He was never troubled with principles, or
accustomed to espouse .and defend a cause from any far-sighted
conviction, or faith in the nobler springs of human action.

The character of the man has been reflected by his works. Under
him, the Herald was the first of American papers, indeed, the first
journal in the world, to apprehend the truth that the collection of
news at any price was the first duty of journalism. This was the
conviction and the faith which served Mr. Bennett in place of every
other. The Herald, though fickle in politics and worthless in
editorial judgment, thus became the symbol of newspaper enterprise
all over the world. . . . we must not deny to Mr. Bennett his place in
journalism, as the great teacher and enforcer of the principle that in
devotion to news-gathering lies at once the first duty and chief profit
of a newspaper. Though other papers have in more recent years
excelled the Herald in this respect, the first enunciation and
demonstration of the principle will be yielded by history and
popular tradition to Mr. Bennett.*

What made the Herald so successful? Why was it the
American paper most widely read in Europe? Who were the
people who read it and why?

While we can safely assume from the low price of the
penny papers and their large circulation that many more low-
and middle-income .persons bought the penny papers than
purchased the six-penny sheets, we cannot assume that
wealthy people did not read the penny papers. In fact, it may
be that “new money”—the people ifwvesting in stocks and
yearning for respectability—was very attracted to the penny
papers, especially to the Herald. Like other penny editors,

Bennett sought a wide readership for his paper, but he

repeatedly tried to distinguish its editorial course, not only
from the six-penny papers, but from the other penny sheets,
as in this comment on May 20, 1835:

The small daily papers around us were solely directed to mere

police. reports, melancholy accidents, or curious extracts. They
indicated no mind, no intelligence, no knowledge of society at large.
The larger [papers] were many of them without talent and without
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' T
interest. There was plenty of room, therefore, for a cheapkpaped
managed on our plan, calculated to circulate among.all ranks lallr; :
conditions; to interest the merchant and man of learning, as we

81
the mechanic and the man of labor.

A year later Bennett distinguished the Herald from”the sn;-t
penny papers, arguing that this “\:Yall Street pres(sI wasu1 \
the mercy of powerful interests: Tl},e82 banks anh colx;rnI:1
cliques of men control them altogether.. On the ot l(:r a II;
he distinguished the Herald from his penny bret'ren. o
boasting of the Herald’s circulation—10,000 at the tlme——re-
compared it only to the Wall Stregt press, the largest rfa;;l
sentative of which was the Courier aTzd Enquirer with a
circulation of 6,400. He justified excluding the penny papers
from tabulation with disparaging remarks about the fluctu-
ations in their circulation:
For instance, the Sun publishe(sl, prgbaflzr;l ab::)tp:ii,t(i?g, é):j gitrezz
iti r read, and indee e .
g?:friltt:l;f: tzr(;eﬁe:;:eir paper for wr?apping up tea and enveloping
hog’s lard, as.for any other purpose. | '
The penny press, he wrote, loses half its circulation in w1fnt.i1;
when the loafers who make up such a l.a.rge part of 1
readership are not on the street. He cr1t1c1zec.1 the Izlecxll;xz
papers for having no talent8: no knowledge of business, a
i e with society. o
ac%f;:rr::tn scought a midd)lre road for the Heralc%’-—moredserlfti
and responsible than the penny press, more h.veg an sn “t;:as
prising than the Wall Street papers. The middle Il'zat s
marked when Bennett raised the price of the Hera . cc)l o
cents on August 19, 1836. Nine months later Bennett 11111 102;‘1 ;
ed the direction he hoped the Herald wquld take when
announced the publication of the Evening Chronicle, an
evening version of the Herald:

the Herald as a

. : i i f
The extraordinary increase in popularity o { the highest rank,

commercial, business, and general newspaper 0
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have necessarily crowded out of its columns a great deal of local and
amusing matter which is interesting to the public at large.”

For this reason, he went on, the Chronicle would be published
to take up the slack.*® This tends to indicate that the Herald
itself was.appealing to the practical needs and somewhat
refined tastes of a well-to-do segment of the city’s population.
In the same issue that published a rather scholarly “History
of Banking” over the first three columns of page one, Bennett
editorialized on his own independence and intelligence, again
distinguishing himself from the six-pennies, while courting
the readership of those with money to invest. Bennett was
proud that the Herald appealed to the wealthy classes:

No newspaper establishment, in this or any other country, has ever
attained so extensive a circulation, or is read by so many of the
business, educated, and intelligent classes.”

The readership Bennett sought, his contemporary biogra-
pher claims he attained. Isaac Pray wrote that by 1839 the
Herald, with a circulation equal to the London Times, was
“respected for its valuable statistics and thoughts by commer-
cial men and statesmen, while its idiosyncrasies in literature
and in social life kept it, in spite of the most determined
opposition, under the eye of the fashionable and of the
middling classes.” He also observed that the money article,
‘Bennett’s innovation and special pet, “is the most important
department of a public press, but only one journal in ten
seems to be aware of the importance of making it indepen-
dent, searching, and impartial.”®
The -“money article” deserves special attention. In the
money article, a daily feature of the Herald from its inception,
Bennett did for financial reporting what he had done years
before for the coverage of Washington politics—he turned the

recording of facts into the analysis of the shape of events. As
Bennett put it:
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The spirit, pith, and philosophy of cornrnercial. affairs is what men
of business want. Dull records of facts, without co.ndensatlon%
analysis, or deduction, are utterl.y usel.ess. The phlloso.phy od
commerce is what we aim at, combined with accuracy, brevity, an
spirit.”

Reporting the “mere details” of the markets was not e‘r‘xoughci
Bennett wrote on another occasion; only an account oi broa
leading features” is of general interest to merchants.

Bennett missed no opportunity to crow about the popul.ar-
ity of his money article: “I have struck out the tr’liﬁ Baconian
path in commercial science, and it must succee.d. In Jar.lu-
ary, 1837, he quoted the New Orleans Am‘frzcan as sa).rm,g’
that the money reports of the Herald were “comprehensive
and would be published for American .readers. Other .con;-
mercial papers. in almost every large city, Benn.ett claimed,
felt the same way. “We have every reason to.beheve ‘Fhat the
Wall Street Reports of the Herald are beginm.ng a r’x’gzw era of
commercial intelligence and commercial science.”® When
Bennett announced circulation gains, he f?equently. would
attribute them to the quality of his commercial repgc:rtmg and
the attraction of his paper for the business clasTf:s.

There is good reason to believe that Bennett’s boasts were
well-founded. Even Bennett’s enemies acknowledgec.l the pop-
ularity of the money article. In 1840 the Ctommerczal Aa’v.er-
tiser attacked the Albany Argus for defendmg thf.: rep.u.tz.ltlon
of the Herald, and it reprinted the Argus piece it criticized.

The Argus wrote that it would not defen.d nine-tenths of the
content of the Herald, but it felt otherwise about the money

article:

We are aware that a thousand motives operate on those w?lo buy tlhe

Herald to read, but we venture to say that nearly all its regular
4 94

subscribers take the paper for these articles.

The money articles, the Argus said, had given th.e Herald
influence with American property holders and capitalists at

home and abroad. The Commercial Advertiser did not deny it.
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There is another kind of evidence to indicate that Bennett
gained the new middle-class readership he was seeking. This
lies in the fact that the Wall Street papers singled out Bennett
for attack rather than assaulting all of the cheap papers.
Further, their attacks apparently had some success in reduc-
ing the Herald’s circulation. Whatever may have been the
case with the other penny papers, the Herald appealed to an
expanded and expanding class of people who emulated the
respectability the Wall Street papers stood for and were
influenced by their claims of the disrepute of the Herald. By
Bennett’s own report, his daily circulation, two years after the
Wall Street papers began their “Moral War” in 1840, was
just 14,460, down from 17,000. Not until 1844 did the Herald
recover its earlier popularity.

The “Moral War” was a campaign of the six-penny papers
to put the Herald out of business. Supported by some papers
in Boston and Philadelphia, New York’s leading six-penny
papers charged Bennett with indecency, blasphemy, black-
mail, lying, and libel. The Journal of Commerce, the Com-
mercial Advertiser, and the Courier and Enquirer all pro-
claimed that they were abandoning the policy of not mention-
ing the Herald in their columns and began to attack Bennett
directly, either in their own editorials or in reprinting anti-
Herald pieces from other papers. Advertisers in the Herald
were threatened. The Courier and Enquirer said that New
York editors had made an agreement not to take ads for places
of public amusement which continued to advertise in the
Herald.*® Tt wrote that gentlemen would not buy newspapers
from newsboys who also sold the Herald—this apparently

~ was both a report and a recommendation.®® The Herald was
~ declared off-limits to self-respecting men and women, which

suggests that the self-respecting men and women the estab-
lished papers courted had been reading the Herald. Hotels,
reading rooms, and clubs were cajoled into excluding Ben-

nett’s “dirty sheet,” thereby indicating that the Herald had
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found its way into hotels, reading rooms, and clubs patronized
by the well-to-do.”
The “Moral War” of New York journalism has the
earmarks of other moral wars of the same period. These
crusades were the shields of an old elite jousting with a rising
middle class. The temperance movement in the 1820s, for
instance, has been described as “the reaction of the old
Federalist aristocracy to loss of political, social, and religious
dominance in American society.”® Something similar could be
said of the early abolitionist movement. Of 106 leaders in the
movement who had become abolitionists before 1840, all came
from Federalist families, according to David Donald’s re-
search. Their fathers had been preachers, doctors, or teachers,
a few merchants, a few manufacturers. All but one of the sons
were anti-Jacksonians. The abolitionists were men displaced
in 2 new world. They were not hostile to labor but indifferent
to it; what they objected to was a society increasingly depen-
dent on trade and manufacturing and the ethics of the
marketplace. They did not question capitalism or private
property, but they objected to “the transfer of leadership to
the wrong groups in society,” and they took to abolitionism to
assert some moral authority over the commercial middle class.
“Basically,” Donald concludes, “abolitionism should be con-
sidered the anguished protest of an aggrieved class against a
world they never made.”®
William Charvat makes a similar argument about the
romantic movement in American literature in the 1830s and
1840s. Hawthorne, Emerson, and Thoreau paid almost no
attention to the depression that lasted from 1837 to 1842,
closing nine-tenths of American factories in its first six
months. Of course, New England was the area of the country
least affected by the depression, and these were New England
writers. But probably more important, the income of these
writers was relatively steady. They believed the reckless
speculation of the commercial middle class brought on the bad
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“Te whole sommntie ovement 1 e Coaen o
cludes, “may be considered in 2 pre Charv'at the
o o e part as a protest against the
In this context, it is clear that the “Moral War” on the
New York Herald, while a matter of business competition
was .not simply that. Why should competition take this,,
pe.cuha'r form? Why didn’t the six-penny papers lower their
prices, increase their reporting of news, expand their coverage
of t'he stock market, make their writing more lively change
their mo.de of distribution, and take advantage of the;r ties %o
the business community to increase advertising revenue?
Some of them, in time, did do many of these things. But theix.*
first response came not as a matter of shrewd calculation in a
contlpetltlve market. The six-penny editors did not understand
theu: roles or responsibilities in narrowly economic terms
Their moral wars were not so much business competition as.
deadly serious social conflict, a class conflict in which the
wex:e on the defensive against a new way of being in the worlzll
which we awkwardly summarize as “middle class” and which

was symbolized and strength i
g gthened by the rise of the penny

Conclusion

Modern journalism, which is customarily and appropriatel
traced to the penny papers, had its origins in the emergence o);
2 democratic market society. What “democratic market soci-
ety” means has already been indicated, but needs to be
restated and amplified. By “democratic,” I refer to the
replacement of a political culture of gentry rule by the ideal
and the institutional fact of mass democracy. After the 1830s
3
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neighborhood, and social circle. As the nineteenth century
viewed it, “community” was the world of the Brueghel
paintings of peasants—a group of people which, at work or at
play, was at one with itself. In contrast, “society” was the
rather grim world of the city, the stranger, and the individual. ‘;i
As sociologist Louis Wirth described it in a classic essay on ?51*

the assumption that one had to have a propertied stake in
society to be a reliable voter and that an elect, rather- tha-n an
electorate, should govern could no longer be: maintained.
Indeed, it could not even be voiced with impunilty. As I have
indicated, the beginnings of the modern American system of
bureaucratic, non-ideological parties can be traced to the

T L
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* Jacksonian democratization of politics. N ‘ o
But “democratization” was not solely political either in 1.ts
causes oI consequences. The growth of a marlfet economy in
the 1820s and 1830s integrated and rationalized Ar.nerlcan
economic life—but it did more than this. Not .oTlly dl(% more
people and a greater range of goods participate in the
marketplace, but a culture of the market beca.me a more
pervasive feature of human consciousness. And this culture, 1t
is fair to say, was democratic. In the market there were nZ
special categories and privileges. Land' could be bought and
sold, and even human labor had a price s?t b.y. supply an
demand, not by custom. In the market, one individual was as
good- as the next; in the ideology of the marketplace, all
individuals acting separately to promote their own advantage
would produce the greatest possible aggregate weal?hkfo;
society as a whole. It became more acceptable to Fhml o
“self-interest” as the mainspring of human behavior and,

indeed, in the theory of the market, as a motive to be admired, .

not distrusted. . - )
The word “society” in the phrase “democratic market

society” is probably the most difficult to pin down. “Somet‘y’;
is not only a general term referring to any humr«:m. soc1§
organization but an historical ideal type char‘a:cterlzmg.t 5
modern social order. It is distinguished f.ror.n .commumty.

Only in the nineteenth century did this' dlstmctlonmll)ecorge a
prominent theme in politics and in social thought-. ’f\n no
wonder: there was little we could identify as “society before
then. “Community” in the nineteenth century came tq mean
the old world of face-to-face human ties—of family, kinship,
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“Urbanism as a Way of Life,” urban living involved “the ih

substitution of secondary for primary contacts, the weakening
of bonds of kinship, and the declining social significance of the
family, the disappearance of the neighborhood, and the un-
dermining of the traditional basis of social solidarity.” 192
The differences between community and society, rural life
and urban, tradition and modernity, agricultural and indus-
trial worlds have been exaggerated, and dependence on these
terms as theoretical constructs has sometimes been mislead-
ing." Nevertheless, with the movement from country to city,
from self-sufficent family economies to market-based com-
mercial and manufacturing economies, people came unstuck
from the cake of custom, found chances to form individual
personalities, and faced new possibilities of impersonality in
the social relations of medern life. Human ties, once conferred
by family and residence, became more subject to choice.
Nowhere was this more true than in the United States, which
all of Europe recognized in the 1830s as the leading experi-
ment in untraditional social organization, politics, and cul-
ture. And nowhere was the American world more novel than
in the cities of the Eastern seaboard—Boston, Baltimore,
Philadelphia, and, most of all, New York. A city, as Richard
Sennett has concisely defined it, is “a human settlement in
which strangers are likely to meet.” * This was the problem
and the hope of the cities; this was the meaning of the
“society” coming into being. At the same time that people
became free to feel themselves as new and important beings,
they also came to feel the weight of social relationships and
social institutions—society took on an existence objectified
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outside the person. On the one hand, living became more of a
spectacle of watching strangers in the streets, reading about

them in the newspapers, dealing with them in shops and -

factories and offices. On the other hand, as people understood
their own ordinary lives to be of value and of possible interest
to others, they both sought strangers as audiences or publics
and avoided them to protect a private space for the self.’

This was the world in which modern journalism took root.
There were rural papers, hundreds of them, but the papers
which set the standard for journalism then and passed on
their legacy to the present were urban. There were party
papers, there were socialist papers and labor papers, there
were business papers, but, again, the papers to which modern
journalism clearly traces its roots were the middle-class penny
papers. These papers, whatever their political preferences,
were spokesmen for egalitarian ideals in politics, economic
life, and social life through their organization of sales, their
solicitation of advertising, their emphasis on news, their
catering to large audiences, their decreasing concern with the
editorial.

The penny papers expressed and built the culture of a
democratic market society, a culture which had no place for
social or intellectual deference. This was the groundwork on
which a belief in facts and a distrust of the reality, or
objectivity, of “values” could thrive. But in 1840 or 1850 or
1860, American journalism did not yet have clearly articulat-
ed common ideas and ideals. American journalism had not yet
become an occuptional group or an industry. It would be both
by the end of the nineteenth century, by which time one can
identify the emergence and differentiation of professional
ideals in journalism.

CHAPTER 2

- TELLING STORIES:
JOURNALISM AS
A VOCATION AFTER 1880

IN DECEMBER, 1896, William Randolph Hearst, a
newcomer to New York journalism who had recently become
owner and editor-of the New York Journal, sent Richard
Harding Davis and Frederic Remington to Havana to cover
Fhe conflict there between Spanish authorities and Cuban
msurgents. Remington was a thirty-five-year-old artist whose
drawxr}gs appeared frequently in newspapers and popular
magazines. Davis, at thirty-two, was already a popular cul-
ture hero through his reporting, his ﬁctioﬁ, and his stylish
manner. Hearst offered him $3,000 for a month of reporting
from Cuba; Davis counted as well on $600 from Harper’s for
an article' on his travels, and he had promises that his
dispatches would be collected with Remington’s drawings and
published in book form.

Like other reporters in Cuba, Davis and Remington were
barred from the “war zone” by Spanish military authorities.
News was hard to get. Rumors and minor incidents were
gf:nerally the best the correspondents had to offer. This so
dls'couraged Remington that he wired Hearst: “Everything is
quiet. There is no trouble here. There will be no war. Wish
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to return.” Hearst is supposed to have responded, “Please
remain. You furnish the pictures and I'll furnish the war.”
Despite such encouragement, Remington left Cuba after a

JOURNALISM AS A VOCATION AFTER [880

Banished, She Denies Richard Harding Davis’ Story That
Men Saw Her Stripped and Searched. . . .”
The headline summarizes the story well. The important

week. . he wired point was that Clemencia Arango denied being searched by i
' Davis stayed in Cuba. On Febru;lryhlc(l), 1897t,h eﬁV:sl:ean?l Spanish officers. This popped the Journal’s balloon of scandal s il
story to New York that Hearst SP’ asde f);'e; N € Soamish and outrage. Richard Harding Davis considered the revela-
second pages on Februar?f 12. D_aVIS escribed iow Spa tion a reflection on his integrity, and ‘so he wrote to the World
police boarded an American ship bound for Key We.st to to defend himself. On February 17 the World featured on
search three Guban women passengers. The police claimed page two a story headlined, “Mr. Davis Explains.” Davis i
Fha;\Ithe ¥0?{CHTVI;’CFeh‘fafrY::I;ét;f;i%:;zdlnxig;r: i:zif; argued that not he but Remington was responsible for any bl
B in New York. ine ships ’ misrepresentations: .
1 were stripped in a search for the documents. The Journal P )
paraded the story on page one under the headline: “Does Our

I never'wrote that she was searched by men...Mr. Frederic *
Remington, who was not present, and who drew an imaginary

Flag Protect Women? Indignities Practised By Spanish Offi-
cials on Board American Vessels. Richard Harding Davis
Describes Some Startling Phases of Cuban Situation. Refined
Young Women Stripped and Searched by Brutal Spaniards
While Under Our Flag on the Olivette.” The story was
accompanied on page two by a half-page drawing by Reming-
ton, imagining the scene from New York, showing one of the
women naked and surrounded by Spanish officers going
through her clothing.

It was good stuff for Hearst’s purpose—building circula-
tion. Nearly a million copies of the paper were sold. But the
story was not quite true. The drawing, in particular, was not
accurate. The leading paper in New York in 1897, Joseph
Pulitzer’s New York World, interviewed the Cuban women
when they arrived in Tampa and discovered they had been
searched by matrons, not by the Spanish officers. The World,
whose leadership of New York journalism was threatened by
the popular antics of Hearst, was delighted. It ran a front-
page story headlined: “ ‘Tale of a Fair Exile’ Senorita
Arango’s Own Story of the Olivette ‘Search. Outrage.” A
Statement to the World. She Loved Guba for Whose Freedom
All Her Brothers Are Now Fighting. Visited Them in Camp;
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picture of the scene, is responsible for the idea that the search was
conducted by men. Had I seen the picture before it appeared, I
should never have allowed it to accompany my article.. ..

Davis broke with Hearst over this incident and never again
wrote for a Hearst paper. '

This was an important moment in journalism, but its
importance needs to be carefully defined. On the surface, it
appears that the significance of the incident is that a reporter,
proud of his professional standing and faithful to the norms of
factual reporting, stood up to the evil influences of a circula-
tion-building editor-publisher. Here, fidelity to facts is identi-
fied with reporters and threats to accuracy, with publishers,
their eyes on the cash box. But this is not a fair picture of
American journalism in the 1890s. For one thing, Hearst was
the least scrupulous of all New York editors at the time, the
most determined to build circulation, at any cost (and, indeed,
he operated the Journal at huge losses for its first years).
Other editors, even Pulitzer who vied with Hearst in the war
for readership, were more concerned that their newspapers
picture the world fairly.

If editors were not generally indifferent to accuracy in the
news, neither were reporters generally devoted to it, and that
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included Richard Harding Davis. Davis wrote fiction. as a
kind of documentary journalism; his journalism was frequent-
ly a documentary fiction—the facts would be there, but their
point was as often to entertain as to inform. Even in the
incident in question, Davis cannot be absolved from blame for
the misrepresentation. His report was ambigous, as he ad-
mitted. He did not say that men searched the women, but he
did not say that women had conducted the search. Given
earlier reports in the fournal and other New York papers
regarding Spanish mistreatment of Cuban women, it was
possible, even likely, that any artist or headline writer would
have made the interpretation the Journal made. True, Davis
did feel an obligation to get the facts right and a willingness,
at least in theory, to leave editorial judgment to the editors.
He wrote in Kis report from Cuba on January 31, “I was
taught in the days of ‘old journalism’ that reporters were
meant to describe things they saw, and not to write editorials
but to leave the drawing of conclusions to others. ...” But in

the story on the Olivette search, Davis clearly expressed his’

shock at the actions of the Spanish authorities and suggested
that American intervention in Cuba would be justified. If
Remington’s drawing got the details of Davis’ story wrong, it
_nonetheless caught the tone Davis expressed.

The incident, then, does not locate a devotion to facts in a
particular echelon of the newspaper staff. It does not picture a
typical editor. It does not feature a typical reporter. Nonethe-
less, it reveals one of the most important aspects of journalism
in the 1890s: reporters were, for the first time, actors in the
drama of the newspaper world. Davis felt himself indepen-
dent of his employer, knew himself to have an authority with
the reading public more valuable, than his salary, and could
with equanimity stand against his editor. Of course, Davis’
fame was unusual, and it is perhaps unique in the history of
journalism that an editor and a reporter should play out their
feud in the pages of a rival newspaper, but nothing could
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better indicate that this was, as one newspaperman remem-
bered it, the “Age of the Reporter.” !

As news was more or less “invented” in the 1830s, the
reporter was a social invention of the 1880s and 1890s. Early
newspapers had been one-man bands: one man acted as
printer, advertising agent, editor, and reporter. “Correspon-
dents” for eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century
newspapers were generally travelers or friends of the editor in
foreign ports who wrote letters back to their hometown
newspapers. In the course of the nineteenth century, editors

* came to rely less on these informal sources of news and more
- on free-lance writers and hired reporters who wrote for pay.

The penny papers were the first to employ reporters for local
news. James Gordon Bennett pioneered once again in making
the “foreign correspondent” a paid staff member.

In the 1840s and 1850s, American journalism continued in
the direction set by the penny papers. Political independence
of newspapers, for instance, became a common feature of
journalism. In 1847, the new Boston Herald, a penny paper,
had its morning edition edited by George Tyler, a Whig, and
its afternoon edition managed by William Eaton, a Democrat.
The arrangement did not last, but it is notable that the
paper’s proprietors could have supposed, as the Herald’s
historian wrote in 1878, that “a double-jointed paper like this
ought to suit everybody.”? Whén Lincoln broke from the
policy of maintaining a semiofficial organ among the Wash-
ington newspapers, the traditional link between paper and
party, at least on the national level, was conclusively broken.®

If New York was the hub of journalistic enterprise in the
1830s, it was no less so by the time of the Civil War. By 1860,
the 7ribune and the Herald both had daily home delivery in

Washington. In newspapers around the country the designa-

tion “From the HERALD” or “From the TRIBUNE” told
all: everyone knew the reference was to the New York papers.
The Tribune, the Herald, and the Times, a penny paper
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begun in 1851 by Henry J. Raymond, formerly managing
editor at the Tribune, had grown from four pages to eight.
Their competition for news continued, and they freque:ntly
emphasized the news-gathering process itself in headlines.
The lead stories in one typical issue of the Herald, for
instance, were headlined “News by Telegraph” and “Arrival
of the Asia”; the former article included news from Washing-
ton, Albany, Buffalo, and elsewhere, while the latter included
all the overseas news brought by the most recent steamer.! A
New York Times story which featured the texts of speeches by
Victor Emmanuel and Count Cavour of Italy began: “The
steamship Fulton, whose arrival off Cape Cod has been

already announced, reached her dock at this port last

evening.” °

In the New York Herald of the 1850s, one still can find
several columns of advertising on page one—not every day,
but not infrequently—and there sometimes was a serialized
romance on the front page. Occasionally, there were “hoax-

es”—stories of pure fiction presented as news—as there had.

been in the 1830s. Still, part of the delight of the hoax was its
revelation as a literary invention. “Making news”—promot-
ing or producing events one could then legitimately claim to
report as news—was still unheard of. The most common and
modest form of making news—interviewing a public figure—
was a practice which did not make even its first tentativ-e
appearance in journalism until the 1860s.° While the pur.sult
of news had grown more vigorous by the Civil War, the idea
of news had not changed significantly since the first days of
the penny press. -
As for the Civil War itself, it is often taken to be a turning
point in the history of the American press.” It was not. It did
not “turn” the direction of journalism; its impact was to
intensify the direction in which journalism had been turning
since the 1830s. As before, the leaders in this were the New
York papers and, most of all, the Herald. Most striking was
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the sheer size of the news-gathering efforts of the leading
papers. In the first years of the war, New York papers spent
from $60,000 to $100,000 a year reporting the war, while
papers in Boston, Philadelphia, and chief cities in the West
spent between $10,000 and $30,000. In New York, only the
Herald kept up its investment in news gathering throughout
the conflict, although the Times and the Tribune maintained
extensive reporting services, too. The number of reporters
grew enormously; the Herald had more than forty correspon-
dents covering the war at any one time. Newspaper circula-
tion. rose; extras appeared more often; newspapers printed
more- pages;. and Bennett’s Sunday Herald, published since
the 1830s, found competition in the new Sunday papers
published by the Times and the Tribune. Just days before the
war began, the Tribune became the first paper to introduce
“stereotyping,” a process in which the paper is printed from
curved stereotype plates cast from a mold taken from the
/original plates of type. This was a major step forward in
printing technology; within four months the Herald and then
the Times adopted stereotyping. The familiar pattern of the
1830s and 1840s was repeated: the penny papers set the pace
of American journalism.®?

Journalism in the Civil War, then, was not so much
different as bigger, more prominent, and, as people anxiously
followed campaigns that involved théir husbands and brothers
and sons, more important to ordinary people. The war
pushed the newspaper closer to the center of the national
consciousness. Frederic Hudson, in his 1872 history of jour-
nalism, paid tribute to the newspapers’ coverage of the Civil
War and the European wars of the next few years:

No record of previous wars can surpass those of the years between
1861 and ’71. Anterior to these events we spoke of Napier, Thiers,
Gibbon, Bancroft. They were compilers from old documents. Now
we speak of the TRIBUNE, TIMES, WORLD, HERALD. They
have been eye-witnesses.?
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Indeed they were. But Hudson’s language is good indica-
tion that, despite the courage of some Civil War reporters and
the color of war correspondence, despite the temporary intro-
duction of by-lines in 1863 (stipulated by General Joseph
Hooker as a means of attributing responsibility and blame for
the publication of material he found inaccurate or dangerous
to the Army of the Potomac), and despite the great numbers of
correspondents, the age of the reporter had not yet arrived. In
the Spanish-American War, the names of Sylvester Scovel
and Richard Harding Davis were as familiar as the names of
the papers for which they wrote. This was not the case for
correspondents in the Civil War. '

It was only in the decades after the Civil War that

reporting became a more highly esteemed and more highly
rewarded occupation. The growing marketability of a college
degree in journalism was an indicator of the reporter’s new
status. Horace Greeley, in the 1860s, would not hire a college
graduate who did not show he could overcome the “handicap”
of a college education. But times were already changing when
Julius Chambers sought a job on the Tribune around 1870.
Chambers told Greeley that he had just graduated from
Cornell. Greeley replied, “I'd a damned sight rather you had
graduated at a printer’s case!” But Chambers got his Tribune
job anyway by talking to managing editor Whitelaw Reid,
who hired him when he discovered that they were both
members of the same college fraternity.® Charles Dana
favored college graduates on the New York Sun in the 1880s,
and Lincoln Steffens, in his brief stint as editor of the
Commercial Advertiser at the turn of the century, hired
college graduates almost exclusively. The Journalist, a trade
publication for journalism begun in 1883, declared in an
editorial in 1900, “Today the college bred men are the rule.”
With more gentlemen and fewer Bohemians in the profession,
The Journalist observed, newspaper writing improved, and
the ethics and status of newspapermen rose."
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Stereotypes of the old-time reporter and the new reporter
quickly developed and pervade memoirs of editors and report-
ers, just as they do the pages of The Journalist. The ‘“old
reporter,” according to the standard mythology, was a hack
who wrote for his paycheck and no more. He was uneducated
and proud of his ignorance; he was regularly drunk and
proud of his alcoholism. Journalism, to him, was just a job.

. 111 4 b3 .
The “new Teporter” was younger, more naive, more energetic

and ambitious, college-educated, and usually sober. He was
passionately attached to his job and to the novels he felt his
experience as a reporter would prepare him to write. David
Graham Phillips exemplified the new spirit in saying, “I
would rather be a reporter than President.'®

The reporter’s rising status was marked and promoted by
steadily rising income in the 1880s and 1890s.”® At the same
time, reporting was becoming a more steady sort of employ-
ment. The Journalist repeatedly urged that newspapers give
up the habit of relying on free-lance reporters who were paid
“on space”—according to the number of column-inches their
stories occupied in the paper.* By 1898 The Journalist noted
that not only did each of the large New York newspapers
have at least ten college graduates on their staffs, but that the
reporter working “on space,” rather than on salary, was
practically extinct.®

Reporters in the 1880s and 1890s received popular acclaim.
The popular appeal of Nelly Bly going around the world in
eighty days, Henry Morton Stanley finding Livingston in
Africa, or the war correspondence of Richard Harding Davis
added greatly to the esprit that attracted young men and more
and more young women to the world of journalism and kept

~them there happily. Reporters were as eager to mythologize

their work as the public was to read of their adventures. The
Whitechapel Club in Chicago, founded in 1889 and named
after the London site of some of the crimes of Jack the
Ripper, was a gathering place for reporters. The club was
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decorated with mementos of crime—murder weapons, human
skulls, and a coffin-shaped table; the reporters glamorized
their familiarity with the rawness of city life while also
creating the atmosphere of a college fraternity. But the Club

had an important practical function, too, for reporters criti-

cized one another’s work there. Reporters became as sensitive
to the reception of their stories at the Club as to the judgments
of their city editors. In New York, the nightly gatherings of
the newspaper fraternity for drink and talk at “Doc” Perry’s
Park Row pharmacy provided a similar forum for mutual
criticism and collegiality.* Formally organized press clubs
had begun with the New York Press Club in 1873. In the
1880s, clubs were organized in Chicago, Minneapolis, Mil-
waukee, Boston, St. Paul, and San Francisco. In Washington,
a socially excluSive Washington Correspondents’ Club was
organized in 1867, but most journalists shared a social and
professional life simply because, in the late 1860s and 1870s,
they almost all took offices in “Newspaper Row” on Four-
teenth Street, between Pennsylvania and F Streets. Another
exclusive club—the Gridiron Club—was established in 1885;
the National Capital Press Club began in 1891 but folded
within a few years on the bad credit of its members. The
National Press Club we know today dates from 1908."
Whether the collegiality of journalism was formally orga-
nized or not, reporting in the 1880s and 1890s became a self-
conscious and increasingly esteemed occupation in American
cities. By 1890 E. L. Godkin could confidently write that
news gathering had become “a new and important calling.” *®
‘There were even guides for aspiring young men and women
on how to become a reporter; ** reporting was less strictly a
job one drifted into, more and more a career one chose.
Reporters came to share a common world of work; they
also shared common ideas about how to conduct their work.
Competing with one another for circulation, newspapers tried
to satisfy public standards of truth, public ideals of decency,
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“and public taste in entertainment. That meant, on the one
hand, that newspapers had to be lively, colorful, and enter-
taining, ft meant, on the other hand, that they had to be
factual. Reporters believed strongly that it was their job both
to get the facts and to be colorful. In their allegiance to facts,
reporters of the late nineteenth century breathed the same air
that conditioned the rise of the expert in politics, the develop-
ment of scientific management in industry, the triumph of
realism’in literature, and the “revolt against formalism” in
philosophy, the social sciences, history, and law.? But in their
desire to tell stories, reporters were less interested in facts
than in creating personally distinctive and popular styles of
writing. This seems—and sometimes seemed to the report-
ers—to run counter to the zeal for facts. But they experienced
the contradiction.as conflict with their editors, not as ideologi-

, crfll disharmony. It would be a mistake to read contemporary

. Views of objectivity into the fact-mindedness of the 1890s.
‘Objectivity is an ideology of the distrust of the self, something
Richard Harding Davis and his colleagues did not feel. The

Progressives’ belief in facts was different from a modern
qonvi(-:tion of objectivity; just what it was we shall now
examine. ‘

Science and Literary Realism

Reporters in the 1890s saw themselves, in part, as scientists
uncovering the economic and political facts of industrial life
more boldly, more clearly, and more “realistically” than
anyone had done before. This was part of the broader
Progressive drive to found political reform on “facts.” At the
turn of the century, state and federal labor bureaus began to
gather better information on economic and social issues, as did
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private agencies like the Charity Organization Society of New
York in its tenement house investigation of 1900. In the first
decade of the twentieth century, systematic social investigation
practically became a craze; it was a favorite project of the new
Russell Sage Foundation, which sponsored social surveys in
Pittsburgh, St. Paul, Scranton, Topeka, Ithaca, Atlanta, and
Springfield, Illinois. There was a “public demand for facts,”
writes historian Robert Bremner, intentionally echoing the
recollections of reporter and writer Ray Stannard Baker:
“Facts, facts piled up to the point of dry certitude, was what
the American people really wanted.”

Many of the journalists of the 1890s and after were either
trained in a scientific discipline or shared in the popular
admiration for science. Ray Stannard Baker took special
interest in his science courses at Michigan Agricultural Col-
lege; Lincoln Steffens did graduate work in Wilhelm Wundt’s
worid-famous psychological laboratory. The appeal of Her-
bert Spencer was strong among reporters, as it was among
other educated Americans. Baker studied and imbibed Spen-
cer’s views on economy in literary style under Fred Newton
Scott at Michigan Agricultural College; Theodore Dreiser
read Spencer, as well as Darwin, Tyndall, and Huxley. Jack
London, who, like Dreiser, began his literary career as a
reporter, was influenced by Spencer. Abraham Cahan, a
reporter who founded the Jewish Daily Forward in New York
in 1897 and served as its editor for half a century, read
Spencer avidly, especially his writings on art.”

Whether reporters thought of themselves as scientists or as
artists, they believed always that they should be realistic.
Their ideal of literature, as of reporting, stressed factuality.
Abraham Cahan championed realism in art in an essay
printed in 1889; he argued that “the power of realistic art
arises from the pleasure we derive from recognizing the truth
as it is mirrored by art.” ® Clarence Darrow, himself the
author of one novel, expressed the dominant view of the time
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in an essay on realism in 7The Arena in 1893: “The world has
grown tired of preachers and sermons; to-day it asks for facts.
It has grown tired of fairies and angels, and asks for flesh and
blood.” # The dean of American letters in the 1880s and
1890s, William Dean Howells, argued that a philosophy of
art should be based on the laws of natural science; his own
wpr.k., according to Everett Carter, was “dominated by the
positivistic concern with the objective observation, analysis

and classification of human life.” * Reporters who turned to,
ﬁct.ion followed him in this. Most of the turn-of-the-century
writers whose novels we still read, wrote in a self-consciously
realistic vein growing out of their experience as newspaper
repprters—Theodore Dreiser, Jack London, Stephen Crane

Frank Norris, and Willa Cather, for instance. Other writers,
of fiction, énormously popular at the time, began as newspa-
permen—Richard Harding Davis, Lafcadio Hearn, David
(?rraham Phillips, Ray Stannard Baker, Joel Chandler Har-
ris, Harold Frederic, Ambrose Bierce, and George Ade. Ade,

a Chicago reporter, wrote, in both his journalism and his

fiction, a blend of sentiment and realistic detail which he
generally subordinated to humor and to what Larzer Ziff

- terms “false geniality.” * Still, Ade shared in the literary

ideology of his times and spoke for many others when he
wrote that his ambition was to be known as a “realist” and a
man with “the courage to observe human virtues and frailties
as they showed on the lens.” ¥

TZhe word “observe” was all-important to the reporters and
realistic novelists of the 1890s; George Becker aptly notes that
f‘omantics praised a writer’s powers of invention, while real-
ists praised powers of observation.”® And Ade’s word “lens,”
too, is well-chosen: it conveys the realists’ sense that the
newspaper story, the magazine article, and the novel could be
and should be, photographically true to life. What is impor-,
tant, however, is not that realists believed art to have a

mimetic function—there was nothing new in that, and the
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be a subtle and mysterious faculty of mind into an institution
of democratic political life. This notion of science as only that
body of knowledge constructed by the public and available to
pul?lic view was especially congenial to a democratic market
society. The idea of science as a process of data collecting open
to all expressed a democratic epistemology and helped make ;
the collecting and classifying activities of botany, zoology, and
~ geology the models of natural science in Jacksonian Ame,rica ;
By the late nineteenth century, under the influence of Darwir; %:
and Spencer, the meaning of science to the popular mind 4
.shifted. Evolutionary theory had become the model of science;
1? emphasized not just the collection, but the historical connec-,
tlons,.of facts. Still more important, it included human beings
as objects about which facts could be gathered and studied.
The'human mind externalized or objectified the human body
.::md, .as‘psychologists and other social scientists worked out the’
implications of Darwinian theory, human beings objectified
realism on their own.®* Nor did “the pervasive materialism of themselves.
92 ‘ - This changing concept of what science is, rather than
Sfmply the growing popularity of science, contributed to the
rise of real.ism. But this begs a question: while science surely
h.as some internal logic, it is also clearly shaped by social
circumstances. What social circumstances promoted a fact-
gat.hering and fact-connecting science which took human
society as its subject?

My inclination is to argue that this idea of a science of
human society would not have gained support without the
advance of a market economy, the ideal and institutions of
political democracy, and the emergence of an urban habitat
Such is the general theme of this study. But can it be stretcheci
Fo cover the phenomenon I am now describing? The problem
is not a simple one. Any explanation of the idea of science in
the late nineteenth century as an expression of the culture of a
democratic market society must handle the following puzzle
In the early nineteenth century, science was the darling oé

term “realism,” in the 1890s, was more a boast and an
advertisement than a descriptive label. What is important is
that realists identified “reality” with external phenomena
which, they believed, were subject to laws of physical causal-
ity as natural science revealed them and as social science
might reveal them. This was new. The world was disenchant-
ed as never before, and the realists, embracing disenchant-
ment to distinguish themselves from their literary fathers,
were delighted.”

IR Why this realism developed as and when it did is not easy
J" E to say. William Dean Howells wrote that nothing caused

SE realism: it just “came” and it seemed “to have come every-
’ | where at once.” ® We can at least say a few things about what
{ | did not cause it. Autonomous developments in the arts did not
cause it. Frank Norris followed the growth of a theory of
J | realism in France, but most American realists were without
f

knowledge of French intellectual life and came to their

|
!
E\ o industrial capitalism,” contrary to Alfred Kazin, cause i
I " Writers in ante-bellum America also responded to what they
1l experienced as “pervasive materialism,” but they did so in a
g style called “romantic.” '
R i Nor was realism simply the inevitable consequence of the
growing popularity of science. “Science” had long been a
i | magical word in America. For instance, lawyers on both sides
glf‘ ’ of the codification controversy in the 1830s defended them-
i selves in terms of a “science of the law.”® There was,
~ however, an important difference between the conservative
i tradition of “science” as the personal acquirement of learned-
ness and the idea of science invoked by middle-class reformers
1 i favoring codification of the law. The codifiers took science to
‘ be a body of knowledge necessarily clear, written, and public;
| It in the law this meant that they favored legal rules legislatively
| , enacted rather than judicially interpreted. They externalized
i{{k § the idea of science, making what conservative thinkers took to
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democrats, the open book of progress which anyone could
write in and anyone could read. Empirical inquiry was a

JOURNALISM AS A VOCATION AFTER 1880

In journalism from the 1830s on, there was a growing
emphasis on getting the facts. Still, in journalism, as in other

fields, the idea of an empirical inquiry concerning human

weapon of the middle class against the received wisdom of an
society did not triumph all at once. It is important to ask, in

| established order. By the end of the nineteenth century,

il . . . . e
‘ however, science was becoming an established institution in

its own right, connected to the universities and professional

the case of journalism, not only why the journalists’ belief in
facts was so strong by the end of the nineteenth century, but

| ?"” associations and standing agaz'n'st popular democracy both in why it was no stronger.
principle (“reason” and expert judgment versus the mob) and
in actual class antagonism (the educated middle class against
immigrants and workers). Science, at one time consonant with
R the culture of a democratic market society, seems, in retro-
“ il spect, to have opposed it as the society matured.
q: I ‘ ; ’ While I feel tentative about this statement and uncertain
! ! about its implications, I believe that this general sociological
‘ " approach to understanding the idea of science is sound. The
history of science is not an autonomous intellectual history. It
| { . s, instead, a history of the interaction of a way of seeing the
I | world, a set of ideas and institutions which promote the way
of seeing, and the social conditions conducive or constraining
' to the way of seeing. In many areas of American life in the
3 ; nineteenth century, people were ready to accept empirical
T ! sciences before science as an institution, or a set of workable
x; b /" ideas, appeared. Religion and religious ‘explanations were not
:i" - destroyed by science; they were in decline already. For
‘ instance, Charles Rosenberg shows, in his study of the
American response to the cholera epidemics of 1832, 1849,
4‘ and 1866, that by 1866 Americans, including religious lead-
f ers, were much more likely than they had been to think of
! cholera as a medical, rather than a moral, problem, even
/' though the identification of the cholera vibrio was nearly two
decades in the future. But by 1866 there was an “unashamed
empiricism, not only in medical writings, but in sermons and
5 -‘ editorials as well.”® A democratic age wanted a democratic
i : vision, and empirical inquiry, not religion, fit most

Occupational Ideals of Journalists

Reporters of the 1890s who later wrote memoirs recall, with
grudging fondness, their first city editors. Julius Chambers,
who served as managing editor of the New York Herald and
the New York World, remembered his own apprenticeship in
the 1870s under the New York Tribune’s W. F. G. Shanks.
Shanks forced Chambers to acquire “a form of composition
very difficult to overcome in after years—a style accurately
des.cribed by John Hay, then a paragraph writer on the
Tribune, as ‘“The Grocer’s Bill.’” That meant, Chambers
recalled:

Facts; facts; nothing but facts. So many peas at so much a peck; so
much molasses at so much a quart. The index of forbidden wo’rds
was very lengthy, and misuse of them, when they escaped the keen
eye of a copyreader and got into print, was punishable by suspen-
sion without pay for a week, or immediate discharge. It was a rigid
system, rigidly enforced.”

Lincoln Steffens made a similar complaint about the training
he received on E. L. Godkin’s Evening Post:

szporters were to report the news as it happened, like machines
v:rxthout prejudice, color, and without style; all alike. Humor or an):
sign of personality in our reports was caught, rebuked, and, in time
suppressed. As a writer, I was permanently hurt by my yea,rs on thc;

3 | i 85 '
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Joseph Appel, later to be John Wanamaker’s advertising
manager and a pioneer in “journalizing” advertising copy, got
his first job with Colonel McClure’s Philadelphia Times in
the 1890s. As he recalled, his first meeting with McClure was
not auspicious. McClure waved a newspaper column at
Appel and asked, “Young man, young man, did you write
this?” Appel replied that he had. McClure then said: “Well, I
want you to know and I don’t want you ever to forget it, that
when the Times expresses an editorial opinion I will express
it and not you—go back to your work.”* ’

Young reporters were impressionable, and these sorts of
encounters must have influenced them. Theodore Dreiser
remembered Maxwell of the Chicago Globe, his editor when
he first entered journalism in 1892. Maxwell told him that
the first paragraph of a news story had to inform the reader of
“who, what, how, when, and where.” Maxwell noted, for
emphasis, that there was a sign in the office of the Chicago
Tribune which read, “WHO OR WHAT? HOW? WHEN?
waERE?” When Dreiser would bring in a story, Maxwell
would go at it with a blue pencil, advising as he went: “News
is information. People want it quick, sharp, clear—do you
hear?”® ‘

Dreiser was not surprised, then, when he moved to New
York and walked into the city room of the New York World:

1 looked about the great room, as I waited patiently and delightedly,
and saw pasted on the walls at intervals printed cards which read:
Accuracy, Accuracy, Accuracy! Who? What? Where? When?
How? The Facts—The Color—The Facts! I knew what those signs
meant: the proper order for beginning a newspaper story. Another
sign insisted upon Promptness, Courtesy, Geniality! Most excellent
traits, I thought, but not as easy to put into executlon as comfortable

(publlshers and managing editors might suppose.®

The World’s exhortation to accuracy took it for granted

“ that there was no contradiction between “the facts” and “‘the

i
]
i
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“color”—the good reporter should be alert to both. Edwin L.
Shuman, in his handbook for aspiring journalists, Steps into
Journalism (1894), wrote that a reporter with sparkle would
be forgiven inaccuracy, just as a reliable reporter would be
forgiven “a moderate degree of dullness” in style, but that the
combination of “reliability and sparkle” was the recipe for
professional success.** This was the spirit of the times and it is

- remarkable how far even texts for journalists would go in

promoﬁng color, as well as facts. Shuman advocated the
reporter’s using his imagination to create images he had not
witnessed and had no direct testimony about. This is, he
wrote, “perhaps excusable as long as the imaginative writing
is confined to non-essentials and is done by one who has in
him at least the desire to represent the truth.” Shuman

“cautioned that even this mild form of fakery is dangerous, but
“he acknowledged that it was practiced by all newspapers.

Indeed, he went further:

In spite of the fact that editors come to grief once in a while by its
use, this trick of drawing upon the imagination for the non-essential
parts of an article is certainly one of the most valuable secrets of the
profession at its present stage of development. Truth in essentials,
imagination in non-essentials, is considered a legitimate rule of
action in every office. The paramount object is to make an interest-
ing story.”

If facts could not be championed to the exclusion of
imaginative embellishment, neither could they be supported
wholeheartedly to the exclusion of opinion. Here, of course, as
is evident in the advice of editors to their young reporters,
there was in principle a more rigid distinction: news and
opinion should be kept apart. But even this distinction was
not absolute. Shuman advised his readers:

Opinions are the peculiar province of the editorial writer. The spirit
of modern journalism demands that the news and the editorials be

kept distinctly separate. The one deals with facts, the other with
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al interpretations, and it is as harmful to mix the two In

theoretic !
n government. Ths,

journalism as it is to combine church and state i43
at least, is the only safe theory for the beginner.

The last line is significant. It suggests that the separation of
facts from opinion was more a principle of tutelage than an
absolute ideal in journalism. Indeed, as Shuman would point
out in a later edition of his book, it was customary for
Washington and foreign correspondents to blend fact and

opinion at will.* .
This, too, is a theme in the memoirs of reporters: that the

rules one learned as a beginner one had to unlearn to star?d
out as a journalist. H. L. Mencken, as a young reporter in
Baltimore in the 1890s, found himself confronted, like Drei-
ser in New York at the same time, with the demands. of
editors for acciracy. He recalled later that there was “im-
mense stress upon accuracy” at the Baltimore Sun. The Sun
«fostered a sober, matter-of-fact style in its men.” The
Herald, where Mencken began in 1899, was looser. Mencken
prefetred it to the Sun where, he felt, reporters “were hobbled
by their paper’s craze for mathematical accuracy. -
best Sun reporters overcame their paper’s policies, bgt the
rank and file tended to write like bookkeepers.” Much as
Mencken tries in his recollections to distinguish his own early
newspaper experience from that of the rival Sun, th1’s must be
weighed against his account of the advice the Herald’s manag-
ing editor gave him in his first days as a staff member: never
trust a copy; verify reports whenever possible; try to get copy
in early; be careful about dates, names, ages, addresses,' and
figures; keep in mind the dangers of libel; and do not be
discouraged by the Sun’s monopoly on news.” .

What was true on newspapers was true for magazines as
well. McClure’s, founded in 1894 by Sam McClure, was the
first of the new mass-circulation magazines which, as one
contemporary regretfully observed, “journalized” magazine
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literature.*® While McClure’s was designed to entertain, to be
interesting, the editor and his staff “evinced an unusual
preoccupation with facts and possessed a desire to let events
and documents speak for themselves.”” McClure welcomed
comparison of the magazine story to the news article of daily
journalism: “I wish to go over the Pittsburgh article very
carefully before it is published,” he wrote to David Graham

- Phillips regarding an essay by Steffens. “I think that the
article to begin with should be free from bias, just the same as
a news article or newspaper. . . .”® Facts and more facts; “If
Turner has any defect in writing it is a defect that almost all
writers lean towards,” McClure wrote Willa Cather, “that is
a certain distaste towards documentation.”*

Thes&f: accounts suggest that reporters may have developed
theif attachment to facts despite themselves, forced into it by
the organizational pressures of daily journalism. Young re-
Pporters came to the big-city dailies to make their reputations,
to launch their literary careers. They had every reason to

want to be colorful and enterprising, every reason to resent
the dull discipline their editors tried to impose. The city
editors, for their part, had to look in two directions: toward
grooming reporters to get the news and write it with accuracy
and verve; and toward satisfying the editor-publisher, which
meant, at a minimum, keeping the paper free of the easily
identifiable errors and excesses that would lead to libel,
embarrassment, or public criticism for the newspaper. The
city editor might well seek color in a news story, but he was
likely to require factuality first of all. Besides, if he could hold
reporters in conformity with rules and procedures he im-
posed, he could break them of some of their arrogance, make
his own work easier, and make his own mark on the
newspaper.
The conflict between editors and reporters is evident again
in the recollections of Jacob Riis, a police reporter for the
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New York Tribune in the 1880s, who culled from his experi-
ence one of the important reform documents of the era, How
the Other Half Lives (1890). In his autobiography, Riis tried
to explain how he took up photography as a tool for report-
ing. He confessed that he was not a good photographer,
though he wanted to be. What kept him from his goal?
According to Riis, it was his delight in the miracle, rather
than in the technique, of photography: ‘

I do not want my butterfly stuck on a pin and put in a glass case. |
want to see the sunlight on its wings as it flits from flower to flower,
and I don’t care a rap what its Latin name may be. Anyway, it is
not its name. The sun and the flower and the butterfly know that.
The man who sticks a pin in it does not, and never will, for he
knows not its language. Only the poet does among men. So, you see,
I am disqualified frgm being a photographer.”

In his search for poetry, Riis felt the eyes of science derisively
upon him. This is even more clear in his comments on his
writing style. He complains that his editors told him his style
was “altogether -editorial and presuming, and not to be
borne.” They told him to give facts, not comments, to which
he responded: '

By that I suppose they meant that 1 must write, not what I thought,
but what they probably might think of the news. But, good or-bad, I

could write in no other way, and kept right on. Not that I think, by
any manner of means, that it was the best way, but it was mine.

- And goodness knows I had no desire to be an editor. I have not now.

I prefer to be a reporter and deal with the facts to being an editor
and lying about them.”

There may be some contradiction here in Riis’ defending
his mixture of facts and comments by appealing to his
insistence on “dealing with facts”; it is interesting that his
explanation of his own style is so defensive. He relies most of
all on claiming his style as a fault of his own nature which he
cannot change. Still, there are other passages in the autobiog-
raphy where he offers a more positive account of the business

82

JOURNALISM AS A VOCATION AFTER 1880

of reporting as he practiced it. He took pride in reporting
what he called the “great human drama.” The reporter
behind the scenes, he wrote, “sees the tumult of passions, and
not rarely a human heroism that redeems all the rest. It ;s his
task so to portray it that we can all see its meaning, or at all
events catch the human drift of it, not merely the foulness and
the reek of blood.” He continued:

If he can do th.at, he has performed a signal service, and his murder
story may easily come to speak more eloquently to the minds of

thousands than the sermon preached to a hundred in the church on
Sunday.™

In this passage, Riis distinguishes his teaching from the
minister’s, but the very idea of comparing his work to the
preacher’s and the religious language he uses (“a human
heroism that redeems . ..”) contrasts sharply with reporters’
flsual borrowings from the language of science. Not surpris-
ingly, other reporters were sometimes critical of Riis. Steffens
criticized him for refusing to believe, or even to hear, some of
the.awful things going on in the world. Riis did not have the
“scientific” interest in reporting Steffens boasted of himself;
he cared, in Steffens’ words, only for “the stories of people,
and the conditions in which they lived.”®® Steffens recalled
how Riis reacted when his assistant, Max Fischel, told him of
a police raid on a party of homosexuals:

“Fairies!” Riis shouted, suspicious. “What are fairies?” And when
Max began to define the word Riis rose up in a rage. “Not s0,” he
c1j1ed. “There are no such creatures in this world.” He threw ciown
his pencil and rushed out of the office. He would not report that

raid, and Max had X .
chich ax had to telephone enough to his paper to protect his

Steffens derided Riis’ moralism, but he admired the person-
al style Riis cultivated. He must have, for that is exactly what
he sought in his reporters when, in 1897, he became an editor
himself, of the Commercial Advertiser. He recalled in his
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autobiography that he was inspired as an editor by little
besides a love of New York. He inherited the politics of the
paper from his apprenticeship on the Evening Post; he was
self-conscious about literary ideals, not politics. He was
determined to avoid the old “professional newspapermen’ in
creating a staff:

I wanted fresh, young, enthusiastic writers who would see and make
others see the life of the ¢ity. This meant individual styles, and old
newspaper men wrote in the style of their paper, the Sun men in the
Sun style, Post men in the Godkin manner.”®

So Steffens hired young graduates of Harvard, Yale, Prince-
ton, and Columbia, men of literary ambition more hopeful of
being writers than reporters. Steffens remembered himself as
ruthlessly stressing, freshness and individuality in his report-
ers. As soon as two staff members wrote alike, he would fire
one of them.

While there are differences among all these recollections,
there are strong similarities, too, almost more than seems
reasonable. This may indicate that the occupational world of
the big-city newspaper reporters was, indeed, a common one;
it may also suggest, however, that the common experience was
that of recalling and dramatizing one’s past. Not all autobiog-
raphy is as hearty and uncritical as the reminiscences of
journalists; theirs seem to continue in the relatively unreflec-
tive, uncomplicated, and untragic sense of life they expressed
as reporters. And their autobiographies, like their newspaper
articles, seem to aim for an entertaining, lively tone without
sacrificing a necessary factuality. The resulting contributions
to the collective self-portrait of journalism standardize a
mythic pattern. The myth centers on the struggle between a
young eager reporter and a wizened, cynical editor. The
reporter, a deracinated stranger in the big city, who has
chosen not to follow in his father’s footsteps, creates a father
of the man whose footsteps he does follow. Then the myth is
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played out between editor and reporter as between father and
son: the son dares to express himself and the father punishes;
the son conforms to the father’s demands and the father comes
to trust him; the son rebels to express himself again, with
more maturity this time, and triumphs over the father; the
father grows old or dies, becomes a memory, and the son

forgives, acknowledging that he had, after all, taken his

father’s admonitions to heart.

Steffens, Chambers, Mencken, Dreiser, Appel, and Riis all
recalled the directives of their first editors for factual, imper-
sonal reporting. Most of them remembered this emphasis on
facts with some resentment, even though they claimed, after
their own fashion, to be scrupulously faithful to reality. At the
same time, they were happy to have incorporated into their
own outlooks some of their editors’ world-weary cynicism.
They wanted their reports of the world to be lively, they
wanted to speak in personal tones to a world growing
impersonal about them, but they believed they could do that
without interpretation, with complete mirrorlike accuracy.
They had only contempt for the critical, and generally moral-
istic, efforts of editorial writers. In part, this was a contempt
for the person who does not dirty his hands. The ideal of the
Chicago journalist in the 1890s, as Hugh Dalziel Duncan
puts it, was to dramatize the news, not as an impartial
observer, but as “a participant who spits on his hands, rolls
up his sleeves, and jumps into the fight.”®® Thus, while turn-
of-the-century reporters were unattuned to the ways in which
their own values shaped their perception of “the facts,” they

- were eager to accept the position that wishes should submit to

facts, soft dreams to hard realities, moralism to practical
politics, and religion to common sense. Dreiser was probably

- typical in being attracted to reporting by what he called its

»

“pagan or unmoral character,” which he contrasted to the
“religionistic and moralistic point of view” of the editorial
offices: "
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While the editorial office might be preparing the most flowery
moralistic or religionistic editorials regarding the worth of man, the
value of progress, character, religion, morality, the sanctity of the
home, charity and the like, the business office and news rooms were
concerned with no such fine theories. The business office was all
business, with little or no thought of anything save success, and in
the city news room the mask was off and life was handled in a
rough-and-ready manner, without gloves and in a catch-as-catch-
can fashion. Pretense did not go here. Innate honesty on the part of
any one was not probable. Charity was a business with something
in it for somebody. Morality was in the main for public consump-
tion only. “Get the news! Get the news!”—that was the great cry in
the city editorial room. “Don’t worry much over how you get it, but
get it, and don’t come back without it! Don’t fall down! Don’t let the
other newspapers skin us—that is, if you value your job! And
write—and write well. If any other paper writes it better than you
do you're beaten and might as well resign.” The public must be
entertained by the writing of reporters.”

Reporters were united in opposing moralism, sham, and
hypocrisy. They thought little of clergymen, political orators,
reform efforts to close saloons and brothels, and editorial
writers.®® The city editors, with whom they were in constant
contention, they felt kin to. Dreiser wrote admiringly that city
editors were nearly all distrustful of conventional principles
and “misdoubted the motives, professed or secret, of nearly
every man.”® Reporters felt a close emotional bond to their
hard-driving editors and, as well, to the tough and gritty

 men—both police and criminals—they got to know on the

police detail. They felt close, too, as Lincoln Steffens made
clear in his autobiography, to the cynical and shrewd busi-
nessmen and politicians they interviewed and exposed. They
struck a pose and saluted an ethic in which nonbelief was
their pride. Dreiser summed up this posture of negatives:
“One can always talk to a newspaper man, I think, with the
full confidence that one is talking to a man who is at least free

of moralistic mush.”*
And yet, the reporters themselves were full of a mush much
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the same. Richard Harding Davis was angry when the
veracity of his report on the Olivette search was questioned in
a World editorial. His letter to the World stressed the
accuracy of his own report and the guilt of his friend
Remington for the fabricated drawing. He then added, hoping
to fully absolve himself from blame:

My only object in writing the article was to try and show the people
in the United States how little protection they may expect on one of
their own vessels, under their own flag, in the harbor of Havana
where there should have been an American man-of-war stationeci
for the last six months.®

For a contemporary journalist to make such a confession,
and still contend that he or she had been scrupulously faithful
to the facts, would be inconceivable; it would be a contradic-
tion in terms. It was not so to Davis. The antagonism of
journalists in the Progressive era to moralism may have been
more a matter of style than of substance. McClure, for
instance, told his writers to concentrate on telling an absorb-
ing story, and the story, he believed, should have a moral—
but the moral element was to be present “unconsciously.”®
This was not difficult for writers of the Progressive era to
accept, for they understood facts to provide moral direction of
themselves and prided themselves that their own moral pre-
cepts grew naturally out of their association with the real
world. They did not feel the moral declarations of the
editorial writers to be subjective but to be dreamy; their own,
qf course, they took to be as irrefutable as the facts they
uncovered. That assurance, already in question in some fields,
would not last much longer, even in journalism.
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CHAPTER 3

STORIES AND INFORMATION:
- TWO JOURNALISMS IN
THE 1890s

REPORTING was an invention of the end of the nine-
teenth century, but it was a two-part invention: the emergence
of the new occupation played off against the industrialization
of the newspaper. And while there was much that united the
ideology of reporters, there was much that divided the identi-
ties of the newspapers for which they worked. In New York,
most of the major papers were direct descendants of the penny
press: the Sun, the Herald, the Tribune, and the Times. Of
papers that antedated the penny press, only the Evening Post
still had an important following. The two largest papers were
the World, begun in 1859 and revived by Joseph Pulitzer in
1883, and the Journal, begun in 1882 by Pulitzer’s brother
but escorted to the stage of history when William Randolph
Hearst bought it in 1895. Both of these papers were sharply
distinguished from the others; they represented what contem-
poraries generally referred to as.“the new journalism.” The
established papers found their competition and their manners
deeply disturbing and wrote of them with the same moral
horror that had greeted their own arrival in New York
journalism fifty years before.

88

TWO JOURNALISMS IN THE 1890s

While reporters subscribed concurrently to the ideals of
factuality and of entertainment in writing the news, some of
the papers they worked for chose identities that strongly
emphasized one ideal or the other. The World and the
Journal chose to be entertaining; the old penny press, espe-
cially the Times after Adolph Ochs rejuvenated it in 1896,
took the path of factuality. I shall refer to these two models of
journalism as the ideal of the “story” and the ideal of
“information.” When telling stories is taken to be the role of
the newspaper, journalism is said to fulfill what George
Herbert Mead described as an “aesthetic” function. Mead
wrote that some parts of the news—the election results or
stock market reports—emphasize exclusively “the truth value
of news,” but for most of the news in a paper, the “enjoyabi-
lity” or “consummatory value” is more important. The ngws
serves primarily to create, for readers, satisfying aes;é ic
experiences which help them to interpret their own lives and
to relate them to the nation, town, or class to which they
belong. Mead took this to be the actual, and the proper,
function of a newspaper and observed that it is manifest in the
fact that “the reporter is generally sent out to get a story, not

" the facts.”® In this view, the newspaper acts as a guide to

living not so much by providing facts as by selecting them and

+ framing them.

An alternative model of the néwspaper’s role proposes that
the newspaper is uniquely defined as a genre of literature
precisely to the extent that the facts it provides are unframed,
that it purveys pure “information.” Walter Benjamin suggest-
ed that “information” is a novel form of communication, a
product of fully developed capitalism, whose distinguishing
characteristic is that it “lays claim to prompt verifiability.” Its
aim, above all, is to be “understandable in itself.” While it
may actually be no more exact than varieties of “intelligence”
of the past, unlike earlier intelligence, which might be justi-
fied by reference to the miraculous, “it is indispensable for
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information to sound plausible.” For this reason, in Benja-
min’s analysis, information “proves incompatible with the
spirit of storytelling.””® This view of the newspaper is echoed
in the recent work of Alvin Gouldner, who refers to news as
“decontextualized” communication. It is a form of what Basil
Bernstein, on whose work Gouldner relies, calls an “elaborat-
ed code,” in which all is spelled out, nothing left to implicit or
tacit understanding.®

Rightly or wrongly, the informational ideal in journalism is
associated with fairness, objectivity, scrupulous dispassion.
Newspapers which stress information tend to be seen as more
reliable than “story” papers. But who makes this judgment
and on what grounds? Who regards the information model as
more trustworthy than the story ideal, and what is meant,
after all, by “reliable” or “trustworthy”? If journalists on the
whole give credit to both ideas at once, how is it that different
newspaper institutions come to stand for one or the other?
And how is it that those which stand for the information
model come to be regarded as the more responsible?

It is the unexceptional theme of this chapter that, in the
most general terms, there is a connection between the educat-
ed middle class and information and a connection between the
middle and working classes and the story ideal. The puzzle
here, as in most other discussions of popular culture, is why
this should be the case. What is it about information that
seems to appeal to the educated middle class? What is it about
the story that seems to attract the working-class reader? Is it
right to associate the information model with the notion of
objectivity? Should we regard it as a ‘“higher” form of
journalism than the story model? In the critical decades from
1883 to the first years of this century, when at the same
moment Vellow journalism was at its height and the New
York Times established itself as the most reliable and respect-
ed newspaper in the country, why did wealthier people in
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New York read the Times and less wealthy people read the
World? What is the meaning of the two journalisms of the
1890s?

Journalism as Entertainment: Joseph Pulitzer and the

New York World

Joseph Pulitzer began his newspaper career in St. Louis.
Party papers prevailed there until the 1870s when “indepen-
dent journalism” gained a foothold. A turning point for St.
Lotis journalism came in 1871 when the Morning Globe
hired Chicago’s Joseph McCullagh as editor. McCullagh
stressed news, rather than opinion, and, on what was by then
the increasingly familiar model of James Gordon Bennett,
concentrated on local police, court, society, and street
reporting.

Pulitzer was an Austrian Jewish immigrant who arrived in
the United States in 1864, at the age of seventeen, to fight in
the Civil War. In St. Louis, after the war, he studied law and
was admitted to the bar, but, in part because of his limited
facility in English, he did not practice law. Instead, he became
a reporter for the city’s German-language newspaper, the

Westliche Post. Active and successful in journalism and in

politics—first Republican, then Democratic—Pulitzer was
able to buy the St. Louis Post and Dispatch in 1878. He
served as its publisher, editor, and business manager. Under
his guidance, the paper became more audacious in promoting
the Democratic Party and turned much brighter in its style. It
began to carry statistics of trade from the Merchants’ Ex-
change, the produce markets, and the waterfront. In 1879 it
became the first St. Louis paper to publish quotations on
stocks issued by local firms. Pulitzer repeatedly appealed to
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“the people,” by which he meant, it seems, “the stable
householder, of whatever class.” The Post and Dispatch was
antagonistic to labor, and it held to the high price of five cents
an issue. According to Julian Rammelkamp, historian of
Pulitzer’s years as St. Louis editor, “The fundamental aims of
the paper were middle class—to foster the development of St.
Louis as a business center and as an attractive place of
residence for the average citizen.”® Pulitzer’s great innovation
in his years in St. Louis was the development of the newspa-
per crusade. The crusade was by no means unknown else-
where, especially in New York, but Pulitzer made startling
headlines and political exposés a constant feature of his paper,
stimulating circulation and presumably changing the city for
the better.

In 1883 Pulitzer.plugged his Western voice into the ampli-
fier of the East, New York City. He bought the New York
World, a paper of some reputation during the 1860s and
1870s which had fallen on hard times. When Pulitzer bought
it, its circulation was about fifteen thousand. A year later it
was sixty thousand. In another year it was one hundred
thousand, and by the fall of 1886 it passed a quarter million.

Pulitzer attributed this astonishingly rapid success to his

editorial position. “We can conscientiously say,” he wrote in
an 1884 editorial, “that we believe the success of THE
WORLD is largely due to the sound principles of the paper
rather than to its news features or its price.”®

There was a measure of truth in this. It is not an accident
that the World and Hearst’s Journal, the city’s two most

widely read papers at the turn of the century, were both

Democratic. But this was not the mainspring, or mainstay, of
Pulitzer’s (or Hearst’s) success. Pulitzer’s energy and innova-
tion in business practice played a larger role. Publishing the
World at a penny a copy, he forced the Times to drop its price
from four cents to two, the Herald, from three to two, and the
Tribune, from four to three (the two-cent Sun stayed the
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same). He initiated the practice of selling advertising space on
the basis of actual circulation and selling it at fixed prices; at
the same time, he abandoned the traditional penalties for
advertisers who used illustrations or broke column-rules.”
Pulitzer thus helped rationalize newspaper business practice
and the relations between newspapers and advertisers.

This was a significant achievement. Until the 1880s, de-
spite’ James Gordon Bennett’s business enterprise, magazines
and newspapers were hostile to advertisers. Most newspapers
believed large ads wasted space and were “unfair” to the
small advertisers who were the foundation of advertising
revenue. Editors felt that advertising should command only so
much' of the newspaper’s space, which, from the expense of
paper and from custom, was severely limited. Advertising,
then, was confined to agate-size type. James Gordon Bennett,
in fact, held that the advertiser should gain advantage from
what he said, but not from how the advertisement was printed
or displayed.®

The relationship between newspapers and advertisers
changed dramatically in the 1880s. Thanks in part to the
growth of department stores and the development of brand

mnames and trademarks by national manufacturing concerns,

business demand for advertising space accelerated.’ The ratio
of editorial matter to advertising in the newspaper changed
from about 70-30 to 50-50 or lower.!® Advertising revenue
represented 44 percent of total newspaper income in 1880, 55
percent by 1900."' This did not diminish the reliance of
newspapers on circulation but, on the contrary, made circula-
tion more firmly the measure of a newspaper’s competitive
standing. Newspapers became brokers of their own columns,

selling their space and the readership it represented to adver-

tisers. Circulation became less a private matter of pride and
income, more a public and audited indicator of the newspa-
per’s worth as an advertising medium. Newspapers no longer
could judge their advertisers from on high; they were them-
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selves judged by the advertisers. This became especially true
as advertising developed as an independent institution apart
from the press and separate from businesses themselves.
Entrepreneurial advertising agents, in the years after the
Civil War, would buy newspaper space and then try to sell it
to advertisers; agents would be tempted to exaggerate the
circulations of newspapers in which they owned space to
increase their chances to resell the space. But, in 1869,
George P. Rowell, who later founded Printer’s Ink, published
his first newspaper directory listing all the newspapers in the
country and the best available circulation figures for them.
This did not win friends among newspapers or among
advertising agents, but as Rowell’s reliability came to be
accepted, advertising agents were forced to find new bases for
competition. N. W# Ayer and Son, the first modern advertis-
ing agency, inaugurated an “open contract” system in 1875.
Under this plan, the agent-became the sole advertising repre-
sentative of the advertiser, and offered him expert advice on
how and where to-advertise in return for a fixed commission.
This led newspapers to become more businesslike, as Daniel
Boorstin observes:

Advertising space in newspapers and magazines became a commod-
ity in the open market, and publishers were finally under pressure
to give full and accurate facts about the circulation and character of
their publications."

The new relationship between newspapers and advertisers
was marked in 1887 by the establishment of the American
Newspaper Publishers Association. The main concern of this

trade association in its early years was regulating the newspa-

pers’ business with advertising agencies. It regulated commis-
sions paid to agencies, it standardized the means by which
advertising rates would be computed, and, as early as 1889,
began to publish a list of approved ad agencies."

Pulitzer’s rationalization of the World’s advertising policies
helped the World adapt to general changes in the social
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organization of business, but the innovation most responsible
for the paper’s rapidly growing circulation was, in a _word,
sensatlonallsm The sensationalism Pulitzer brought to New
York was not altogether revolutionary. Its attention to local
news, especially crime and scandal and high society, contin-
ued in the tradition of the penny press. Indeed, this subject-
matter focus, which had scandalized the established press of
the 1830s, was typical of most major papers by the 1880s in
New .York—with some variation, of course, and with the
lagging and Olympian exception of the Evening Post. But
what -defined sensationalism in the 1880s was less substance
than style: how extravagantly should the news be displayed?
Sensationalism meant self-advertisement. If, as James Gor-
don Bennett recognized in the 1840s, everything, including

‘advertising, could and should be news, the sensational papers

of the.1880s and 1890s discovered that everything, including
news, could and should be advertising for the newspapers.
For instance, the World in the 1890s regularly took a column
or two on the front page to boast of its high circulation. It
regularly headlined the fact, in its advertising pages, that it
printed more advertisements than any other paper in the

country and included the facts and figures to prove it.

Self-advertisement, as I use the term, is anything about
neWépaPe;f layout and newspaper policy, outside of basic
news gathering, which is designed to attract the eye and small
change of readers. One of the most important developments of
self-advertising in this sense was the use of illustrations.
Pulitzer, perhaps feeling that illustrations lowered the dignity
of a newspaper, intended at first to eliminate them from the
World, but he found, as The Journalist wrote, that “the
circulation of the paper went with the cuts.” * Pulitzer
reversed field and, within the first year of his World manage-
ment, hired Valerian Gribayedoff, a portrait artist, and Walt
McDougall, a cartoonist. Their efforts, according to Robert
Taft’s history of American photography, “mark the beginning
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of the modern era of newspaper illustration.” ** The New
York Daily Graphic, in 1873, became the first American daily
to regularly use illustrations—and it offered little except
illustrations. At first, Pulitzer did not regard the World as
competing with the Daily Graphic. By the summer of 1884,
however, Pulitzer classified both papers as “illustrated daily
journals”; by 1889, the World’s extravagant use of both
political cartoons and, especially in the Sunday editions, “cuts
whose only justification was the fun of looking at pictures”
drove the Daily Graphic out of business.*®

‘Another major development in self-advertisement was larg-

\er and darker headlines. Here Pulitzer remained conservative
for years. Rather than introduce headlines spanning several
columns, he emphasized important stories simply by adding
more banks of héadlines within the same column. Headlines,
like advertisements, abided by column-rules. Not until 1889
did the World run a two-column headline, but by the late
1890s, especially through the competition with Hearst, large,
screaming headlines were frequently a part of the World’s
make-up.”

Newspaper self-advertising also had to do with the news-
papers’ promotion of their own exclusive features. Comparing
the World, the Times, and the Evening Post in the 1890s,
sharp differences in the amount of self-advertising become
apparent. For the first week of January, 1896, the Evening
Post, true to its long-standing editorial and stylistic conserva-
tism, was free of overt self-advertisement. The Times was
different. On January 2, it devoted almost all of its front page
to historian John Bach McMaster’s essay on the Monroe
Doctrine, which was relevant -at the time with respect to
conflict over Venezuela. The next day, the Times’ front page
featured the remarks of Congressmen who responded (favor-
ably) to McMaster’s paper. The Times” decision to print the
McMaster piece made it news, of a sort, and the follow-up
coverage proved the Times to be an important paper read by
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important people. The McMaster essay had no other notable
significance. The World, meanwhile, was crusading against J.
P. Morgan and the financial manipulations of his “bond
syndicate.” On six of the first seven days of January, the
World’s lead story was the bond issue. The Times featured
the bond story just twice the same week, leading with
Venezuela three times. Both were important events. But it is
clear that the reason the ‘Times featured Venezuela, and the
World the bonds, was linked to the possibilities the stories
afforded each of the papers for self-promotion, not to the
relative importance of the stories in some abstract scale of
significance.

JIf we can argue that the World became the circulation giant
of New York journalism in the 1880s because of its vigorous
and unembarrassed use of illustrations and other techniques
of self-advertisement, we must still ask why that helped the
World’s circulation. The answer to that is complicated and
reminds us how closely intertwined are the histories o
newspapers and the histories of cities. New York, in the 1880
and 1890s, was a city of immigrants. The first year in which
more than half a million immigrants came to America was
1881, and immigration would reach that figure or higher in
six more years of the next twelve. Immigrants from southeast-
ern Europe outnumbered those from northwestern Europe for
the first time in 1896, which suggests not only that there were
more immigrants in these years than ever before but that,
especially with respect to language, they were more “foreign”
than ever before. By 1900, the United States had 26 million
citizens whose parents were immigrants and 10 million who
were immigrants themselves—46 percent of the country’s

_population.”® Most immigrants settled in cities, and many of
them settled in New York. New York’s foreign-born popula-
tion rose from 479,000 in 1880 to 640,000 in 1890, by which
time it was about 40 percent of the city’s total population.’®

Many immigrants could not read, or could not read Eng-
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lish; almost all of them wanted to learn. They could learn
something from the foreign-language press that grew rapidly
at the end of the nineteenth century. But many of the foreign
papers were edited by immigrant intellectuals whose under-
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tertainment. Hearst proudly proclaimed: “It is the Journal’s
policy to engage brains as well as to get the news, for the
public is’even more fond of entertainment than it is of
information.” 2 Melville Stone, of the Chicago Morning

i ' standing of journalism was modeled on the journals of politics News and Daily News, maintained that the newspaper had
j’;; ;‘ni and opinion they were used to in Europe. The foreign- three functions: to inform, to interpret, and to entertain.* f’
A language press that proved most successful benefited from Pulitzer did not talk up the idea of entertainment, but the “,:
b imitating the liveliness and style of mass-circulation papers World came to embody it. The importance of the entertaining g
| | like the World. Abraham Cahan, editor of the Jewish Daily function of the paper was marked especially by the growth of !
ok Forward, pruned his Yiddish paper of difficult expressions, the Sunday World which, like Sunday newspapers still, was i

introduced English words most immigrants would know, and
tried to make his paper bright, simple, and interesting, as he
had learned to do while working with Lincoln Steffens on the
Commercial Advertiser®® The World’s liberal use of cartoons
and drawings, liberal use of headline type, and its own
emphasis on relatively simple words, content, and sentence
structure appealed to people inexperienced in reading
English.
Pulitzer intended the World to provide both editorial
leadership and news. As he wrote, he wanted the World to be
/ “both a daily school-house and a daily forum—both a daily
(\ teacher and a daily tribune.” # This equal estimation of the
editorial and news functions of the press was unusual in the
late nineteenth century. Pulitzer may have created the first
modern mass-circulation newspaper, but he did so as the last
of the old-fashioned editors. Most leading newspaper propri-
etors of the late nineteenth century were businessmen rather
than political thinkers, managers more than essayists or
activists. Pulitzer cared deeply about his editorial page, but
Adolph Ochs considered eliminating the Times’ editorials
altogether; Hearst looked upon the editorial page with con-
tempt; James Gordon Bennett, Jr., toyed with dropping the
editorial department of the Herald* But if the newspaper
was losing one function in the eyes of many of the leaders of
journalism, it was—for some of them—gaining another: en-
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as close to an illustrated magazine as to a daily newspaper in
style and content. Sunday papers had been rare early in the
century. In 1842 only one New Yorker in twenty-six bought a
Sunday paper, while one in seven bought a daily. In 1850,
after heavy Irish immigration, one in nine New Yorkers
bought a Sunday paper. The Irish and other later immigrants
came to the country without the American conservatism about
Sabbath observance. This, plus the practice newspapers de-
veloped during the Civil War of printing special Sunday
editions with war news, made it easier for papers to take the
plunge into Sunday journalism and to appeal directly to the
interests of readers for diversion on the day of rest. By 1889,
one New Yorker in two bought a Sunday paper, making more
Sunday newspaper readers than daily readers that year.?®
Charles Dana, editor of the Sun, estimated in 1894 that a
paper with a daily edition of 50,000, at two or three cents,
would have a Sunday edition of 100,000 to 150,000, at five
cents.” What readers found and liked in the Sunday papers,
they began to find in the daily press, too. Pulitzer used the
Sunday World “as a laboratory to test ideas that finally
proved to be applicable throughout the week.”?" Illustrations
and comic strips (the first color comic strips appeared in the |
Sunday World in 1894) spread from the Sunday paper to the
daily editions.

The Sunday papers also led the way in special women’s
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pages. Romantic fiction, which began in the Sunday World in
1883, and poetry tended to be confined to Sundays, but other
features for women made their way into the daily World.
George Juergens explains the World’s growing attention to
women readers in the 1880s as Pulitzer’s response to the
rising status of women. He could not ignore feminism, or the
“New Woman” movement, but neither could he endorse it if
he were to keep expanding his working class readership. The
compromise he worked out was to give more space to women’s
issues, but especially domestic life, fashion, and etiquette,
rather than women’s suffrage or the question of women
working in traditionally male occupations.®® This suggests
that the status of women was changing as much as it was
“rising,” and that some of the change had little or nothing to
do with women’s emancipation. What was “rising”’ in impor-

. tance was not, in the first instance, women so much as
| consumption, the side of economic life for which women were

conventionally more responsible than men.

Not the status of women, then, but the status of consump-
tion and the consumption of status were moi‘gmlmportant than
ever before, and this affected the newspapers. Many goods
once produced by women in the home for home use were now
manufactured outside the home for women to buy. Moreover,
many goods once sold in neighborhood stores were now
promoted by department stores which sought city-wide distri-
bution. Advertisers, and especially the department stores,
sought a female audience and were surely impressed by
newspapers which made conspicuous efforts to attract women
readers. While the advertisers had no vested interest in
women’s suffrage—or its absence—they must have been fa-
vorably impressed by the growing coverage of fashion, eti-
quette, recipes, beauty culture, and interior decorating in
Pulitzer’s World.*®

Advertisers may also have taken heart from the evidence in

the newspapers of women’s consciousness of social status. The
—
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first women’s “advice” column began in the World in 1883 as
a series of letters from city cousin Edith to country cousin
Bessie. Edith agreed to write “about some points of social
etiquette in New York, so that when you move to the city next
year from your lovely country home you can be au fait at
once.” * Edith’s concerns—such as the proper way to leave a
calling card—had no connection to the daily problems of
women in the tenements, but it was closely tied to, and
constituent of, their dreams. Part of the experience of the city,
even for the poor, was that it nourlshed dreams. Every day
one walked by, or rode by, one’s nighttime visions incarnate;
the stories of Horatio Alger may not have been true but must
have appeared to be true, or at least possible, and people live
by their concept of the possible. o
Besides, while most of the World’s readers did not come
from “lovely country homes,” they were nonetheless country
cousins uncertain about how to behave in the city. The
experience of newcomers to the cities may have been like that
of the British working-class families, described by Peter
Willmott and Michael Young, who moved from a well-
established urban neighborhood to a suburban housing devel-
opment in the 1950s. In the new environment, they did not
know where they stood. Outward signs of status, there being
no commonly recognized inner ones, became all- -important:

“If,” says Mrs. Abbot, “you make your garden one way, they’ll
knock all theirs to pieces to make theirs like it. It’s the same with
curtains—if you put up new curtains, they have new curtains in a
couple of months. And if someone buys a new rug, they have to
hang it on the line so you can see it.” ®

In the settled working-class community, the status of job and
income and education and home furnishing was largely
irrelevant to judgments of personal worth. But in the housing
development where all people were strangers, judgments were
made “on the trappings of the man rather than on the man
himself.” Young and Willmott conclude:

|
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Though people stay in their houses, they do in a sense belong to a
strong and compelling group. They do not know their judge
personally but her influence is continuously felt. One might even
suggest, to generalize, that the less the personal respect received in
small group relationships, the greater is the striving for the kind of
impersonal respect embodied in a status judgment. The lonely man,
fearing he is looked down on, becomes the acquisitive man; posses-
sion the balm of anxiety; anxiety the spur to unfriendliness.”

If this is a fair generalization, it may also be fair to suggest
that the United States in the 1880s and_1890s, particularly in
its urban centers, was becoming more oriented to consump-
tion, not only because of the expansion of ‘manufacturing
capacity and the rise of population—supply and demand in
the crudest form—but because of the changing web of social
relationships in the cities. The economy was becoming more
social: the mafket tied together people of unconnected occupa-
tions, while factories and offices linked people of related
occupations in hierarchies. The society was, at the same time,
becoming more economic: it bound people together more and
more in a system of social status inscribed in consumer
goods.” ‘
Newspapers, like the World, which sought a wide and
general readership responded to the changing experience,
perceptions, and aspirations of urban dwellers. This meant,
indeed, an enlargement of the “entertainment” function of the
newspaper, but it also meant the expansion of what has
recently been called the “use-paper” rather than the newspa-
per, the daily journal as a compendium of tips for urban
survival. City living, by the 1880s, had become very different
from what it had been in the 1830s. It was much more a
mosaic of races and social types; it was much more a
maelstrom of social and geographic movement. Geographic
mobility for a growing middle class was something it had
never been before—it was a daily round of movement from
/home to work and back again. Improved urban transportation
and the movement of the middle class into the suburbs meant
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that this daily movement could be considerable in terms of
miles and time consumed. Horse-drawn omnibuses helped
urban expansion away from a port-based locus beginning in
the 1830s, but the growth of intracity transportation was even
more dramatic in the last half of the century. The walking
city of 1850 had become a riding city by 1900. The expansion /
of horse-drawn buses and railways (horse manure and urine
had become a serious pollution problem in New York by

* 1890), and later cable lines and electric surface lines, elevated

‘rapid transit and subways, made mass suburban living possi-
‘ble b}t 1900 and created a new segregation in the city: the
poor lived near the city’s center, while the middle class moved

, farther out.™

This had several consequences for the newspaper. Riding
an omnibus or street railway was a novel experience. For the
first time in human history, people other than the very
wealthy could, as a part of their daily life, ride in vehicles they
were not responsible for driving. Their eyes and their hands
were free; they could read on the bus. George Juergens has
suggested that the World’s change to a sensational style and
layout was adapted to the needs of commuters: reading on the
bus was difficult with the small print and large-sized pages of
.most papers. So the World reduced the size of the page,
increased the size of headlines and the .use of pictures, and
developed the “lead” paragraph;in which all of the most vital
information of a story would be concentrated.®® From the
1840s, the “lead” had been pushed by the high cost of
telegraphic transmission of news; now it was pulled by the
abbreviated moments in which newspapers were being read.
It is likely, then, that the growing use of illustration and large
headlines in newspapers was as much an adaptation to the
new habits of the middle class as to the new character of the
immigrant working class.

What the availability of the role of passive passenger on a
vehicle moving through city streets meant for people of many
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classes is that one could take more naturally to the role of
onlooker. Charles Dickens, visiting New York in 1842, ob-
served with wonderment the omnibuses on Broadway, though
he paid just as much attention to the variety of private
carriages.”® By 1868, when Walt Whitman wrote of his
delight with the omnibus, he was looking from it, not at it:

Shall 1 tell you about [my life] just to fill up? I generally spend the
forenoon in my room writing, etc., then take a bath, fix up and go
out about twelve and loaf somewhere or call on someone down town
or on business, or perhaps if it is very pleasant and I feel like it ride
a trip with some driver friend on Broadway from 23rd Street to
Bowling Green, three miles each way. (Every day I find I have
plenty to do, every hour is occupied with something.) You know it is
a never-ending amusement and study and recreation for me to ride a
couple of hours on a pleasant afternoon on a Broadway stage in this
way. You see everything as you pass, a sort of living, endless
panorama—shops and splendid buildings and great windows: on
the broad sidewalks crowds of women richly dressed continually
passing, altogether different, superior in style and looks from any to
be seen anywhere else—in fact a perfect stream of people—men too
dressed in high style, and plenty of foreigners—and then in the
streets the thick crowd of carriages, stages, carts, hotel and private
coaches, and in fact all sorts of vehicles and many first-class teams,
mile after mile, and the splendor of such a great street and so many
tall, ornamental, noble buildings many of them of white marble, and
the gayety and motion on every side: you will not wonder how much
attraction all this is on a fine day, to a great loafer like me, who
enjoys so much seeing the busy world move by him, and exhibiting
itself for his amusement while he takes it easy and just looks on and
observes.”

The country cousin in the city gawks, and most city dwellers, -

at the end of the nineteenth century, were from the village or
farm. But the city cousin looks, too—the cities of the late
nineteenth century were spectacles. Social life, in general, was
spectacular. Whitman watched women and foreigners on the
street; women, going out to work or to shop, watched one
another; immigrants watched and learned as much as they
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could. Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, out looking for work
on her first day in Chicago, was “delayed at every step by the
interest of the unfolding scene.” She headed for the depart-
ment stores, which she knew through their advertisements in
the Chicago Daily News. Carrie was dazzled by their displays
of goods and awe-struck by “the fine ladies who elbowed and
ignored her” and the shop girls with their “air of indepen-
dence and indifference.” Dreiser himself, as a reporter in the
1890s, was a spectator, both by occupation and by avocation:

My favorite pastime when I was not out on an assignment or
otherwise busy, was to walk the streets and view the lives and
activities of others, not thinking so much how I might advantage
myself and my affairs as how, for some, the lightning of chance was
always striking in'somewhere and disrupting plans, leaving destruc-
tion and death in its wake, for others luck or fortune.

Chance and disaster interested others as onlookers, too. Local
stores in New York sold a pink booklet which was a key to the
fire department’s bell system. With the booklet, anyone could
listen to the fire bells and then find their way to the scene of
the fire. Mabel Osgood Wright declared that “going to fires
was one of my greatest desires.”® Robert Park, a quarter
century later to be the chief force in building the first
important department of sociology in the country at the
University of Chicago, was in the 1890s a reporter for the
New York Journal and wrote of his delight in watching the
life of the city: “Walking on upper Broadway or down to the
Battery on a bright afternoon, or watching the oncoming and
outgoing human tide as it poured morning and evening over
Brooklyn Bridge, was always for me an enthralling
spectacle.”

Newspapers benefited from the experience of city life as a
spectacle, and they contributed to it. They provided their
readers a running account of the marvels and mysteries of
urban life. The “action journalism” of Pulitzer, and later
Hearst, created new marvels. In March, 1885, the World

105




DISCOVERING THE NEWS

called on citizens to contribute pennies to build the pedestal
for the Statue of Liberty. By August, the World had collected
$100,000, almost all of it in small contributions. This enabled
the World to picture itself as the champion of working people,
to criticize the “luxurious classes,” and to promote simulta-
neously the city of New York, the mass of ordinary citizens,
' and, of course, the New York World. This was self-advertis-
| ing with a vengeance.

As late as 1870, church steeples towered over all other
buildings in New York. This changed dramatically in the
next several decades. By 1890, the New York World complet-

led its new building—the tallest and grandest building in the
city. The newspapers not only recorded social change; they
were part of it.

In some meaSure, the mass journalism Pulitzer developed
merely extended the revolution of the penny press in its
attention to everyday life. But everyday life was different than
it had been. It was the everyday life of people new to political
participation, to reading, to cities, to America, to the kaleido-
scope of social and geographic mobility. They wanted the
moral counsel of stories as much as any people did, but the
tales of the Bible and the lives of the saints were not suited to
the new cities. The new journalism was. Pulitzer, an immi-
grant, a Jew, a self-made man, was, and his World set the

it e,

pace.

Journalism as Information:

The Rise of the New York Times

The World may have set the pace for modern mass-circula-
tion journalism, but after 1896 the New York Times estab-
lished the standard. The Journalist, in a 1902 editorial on
“Standards in American Journalism,” recalled Charles Dud-
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ley Warner’s claim in 1881 that the successful newspaper of
the future would be the best newspaper: “. . . only that type of
newspaper can live which represents something, accurately
and sufficiently, to command a growing and attached clien-
telle.” The Journalist took this to be a prophecy of the success
of the New York Times: ... there is a clear recognition as
the road to substantial success in the newspaper business of
the course which the New York Times has aimed to fol-
low. ... Reporter and newspaper critic Will Irwin wrote
in 1911 that the Times came “the nearest of any newspaper to
_presenting a truthful picture of life in New York and the
world at large.”® Melville Stone, writing in the Times’
seventy-fifth anniversary issue (1926), praised publisher
Adolph Ochs for having defied the view that only the sensa-
tional newspaper could be a successful newspaper: “He in the
end taught them [his competitors] that decency meant dol-
lars.”*® There would probably have been little dissent from
Frank Presbrey’s estimation of the Times, in his 1929 History
and Development of Advertising, as “the world’s most influ-
ential newspaper.”*
Nor did there seem to be much question about the source of
the Times’ influence: wealthy people read the Times, attract-

“ed by its conservatism, decency, and accuracy. The Journalist

praised the 77mes in 1897 as follows:

It has lived up to its motto of “All the news that’s fit to Print,” and
the great cultivated, well-to-do class do not want anything beyond
that. As an advertising medium for good goods it is steadily growing
in value. It may not have so large a number of readers as some of its
less conservative contemporaries, but its readers represent more
dollars, which, after all, is what the advertiser is after.*

Wealthy people found the Times of value to them in their
business. Chester S. Lord, for three decades managing editor
of the New York Sun, wrote a guide to aspiring journalists in

1922, in which he approvingly quoted one observer of the

journalistic scene as saying:

107




Y

DISCOVERING THE NEWS

Probably five hundred men in New York City would pay a
thousand dollars a year each for the commercial information alone
that they receive from the New York Times if they could not obtain

it in any other way.”

When Ochs took over the Times in 1896, he inaugurated the
publication each day of a list of out-of-town buyers in the city,
he began to report real estate transactions, expanded the
financial reporting of the paper, and initiated a weekly review
of financial news. The Times quickly established itself as the
“Business Bible.”*” By the time Elmer Davis published his
history of the Times in 1921, he felt called upon to defend the
paper from charges that it was run by its bondholders and
served as an organ for the wealthy classes. His rebuttal is
revealing: “The Times can be called the organ of the investing
class only in the sense that most investors read it because of
the volume and reliability of its financial news.”*® It is clear,
in comparing the Times and the World at the turn of the
century, that the Times not only had more financial news but
more financial advertising. Why did wealthy people read the
Times? Because it was their business to do so.

But this is only the beginning of an explanation. The
political tone of the Times also made a difference: the Times
tended to be conservative and expressed its conservatism in
both' editorials and in presentation of political news. The
Times characteristically favored the reelection of Republican
governor Benjamin Odell in 1902, while the World cham-
pioned the Democrat, Bird Coler. Comparing the front pages
of the two papers for the week before the election is instruc-
tive. On October 25, both papers featured (by which I mean
placed in the right-hand column on page one) the story of a
train robbery in Montana. (The Evening Post, by the way,
did not report this story at all.) On October 26, the lead story
in the Times covered Odell’s speeches upstate in which he
defended himself against charges of corruption by the Demo-
cratic ex-Senator David Hill. The World, typically taking the
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opportunity to advertise itself, reported that its own canvass
showed Odell would win by ten thousand votes, despite the
fact that the charges against Odell were “regarded generally
as proved.” On October 27, the Times featured an accident in
Yonkers in which twenty persons were injured in a collision
of a trolley and an automobile. The World took this as jts
second most important story (reporting twenty-two injured)
and featured, instead, a story headlined, “Reports Flying of
More Charges Against Odell.”

Clgarly, it served the World’s views to play up Hill’s
charges against Odell; it served the Times to play them down.
On October 28, both papers featured the Democratic congres-
sional rally in New York. But the Times simply headlined the
event—Democratic congressional rally—while the World an-
nounced what it believed happened there: “Hill at Great
Meeting Says Odell Confessed.” The Evening Post showed
its colors by failing to find any place on the front page for the
Democratic rally and by featuring, instead, a story, “Com-
ment on Hill Charges,” in which Republican leaders sought
to clear Odell.

This exercise in comparing newspapers is important in two
respects. First, it simply helps establish the fact that the
?’zmes was politically conservative, which no doubt increased
Its popularity among the rich. Second, it suggests the relative
diﬁicqlty of establishing, at least in the area of political
reporting, that one newspaper is markedly more fair than
another. In the emphasis and choice of news, the Times and
the World both were guided by their political biases. That is
scarcely a dazzling conclusion, but it is one which asks us to
look further to figure out why the Times gained the preemi-
nent reputation it did.

Two important aspects of the Times’ rise after 1896 need to
be explained and are not explained by the financial focus or
political bent of the paper’s contents. First, in advertising
itself the Times stressed its “decency,” not its news coverage
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or accuracy or politics. Second, the Times made its first large
leap in circulation two years after Ochs assumed control of
the paper, when it lowered its price from three' cents t'o a
penny. The Journalist spoke for many others in arguing,
“Men who want The Times would pay 3 cents as soon as 1.
The circulation won’t increase one little bit.”* But within a
year circulation had grown from twenty-five to seventy-five
thousand—not enough to compete with the World. or the
Journal, but easily enough to secure a solid place in New
York journalism. If we can understand these two aspects. of
the success of the Times, we will be closer to comprehending
the “two journalisms” of the 1890s. ]

Adolph Ochs bought the failing and demoralized New York
Times in August, 1896. Ochs, at thirty-eight, was al' very
successful newspapér publisher. The eldest of six children
born to German Jewish immigrants in Knoxville, Tenness'ee,
Ochs became a chore boy and printer’s devil on the Knoxville
Chronicle at fourteen, then a printer in Louisville and' Knox-
ville, then a business solicitor for the Chattanooga Dispatch,
and finally, at age twenty and for $500, publisher of the
Chattanooga Times. He turned his paper into one of the most
Jucrative newspapers in the South and hoped, in 1896, to be
just as successful with the New York Times.® He announced
his newspaper policies in the Times on August 19, 1896:

To undertake the management of The New York Times, with its
great history for right-doing, and to attempt to keep brlght tl}e l'ustre
which Henry J. Raymond and George Jo.nes have given it, is an
extraordinary task. But if a sincere desire to conduct a high-

standard newspaper, clean, dignified and trustworthy, requires

honesty, watchfulness, earnestness, industry' and practical knowl-
edge applied with common sense, I entertain the hope that I can
succeed in maintaining the high estimate that tl"loughtful, pure-
minded people have ever had of The New York Tlm(?S. ‘

1t will be my earnest aim that The New York' Times give the
news, all the news, in concise and attra‘ctlv‘e form, in l.anguage that
is parliamentary in good society, and give it as early, if not earlier,
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than it can be learned through any other reliable medium; to give
the news impartially, without fear or favor, regardless of any party,
sect or interest involved; to make the columns of The New York
Times a forum for the consideration of all questions of public
importance, and to that end to invite intelligent discussion from all
shades of opinion.

There will be no radical changes in the personnel of the present
efficient staff. Mr. Charles R. Miller, who has so ably for many
years presided over the editorial page, will continue to be the editor;
nor will there be a departure from the general tone and character
and policies pursued with relation to public questions that have
distinguished The New York Times as a nonpartisan newspaper—
unless it be, if possible, to intensify its devotion to the cause of sound
money and tariff reform, opposition to wastefulness and peculation
in administering the public affairs and in its advocacy of the lowest
tax consistent with good government, and no more government than
is absolutely necessary to protect society, maintain individual vested
rights and assure the free exercise of a sound conscience.

It is a remarkable statement. The World at the time, in its
morning and evening editions, had a circulation of 600,000
and the jJournal, 430,000. The Sun’s two editions sold
130,000, the Herald sold 140,000; the Evening Post, 19,000;
and the Tribune, 16,000. The Times’ circulation was just
9,000 And yet, Ochs announced no plan to change the
character of the paper. He would not change its staff; he
would not alter its politics. And he hoped the paper would
continue to address a select readership ‘of “thoughtful, pure-
minded people.” His words are calm and determined, both
high-minded and businesslike.

George Jones, who had edited the Times from 1869 until
his death in 1891, had boasted that no man had ever been
asked to'subscribe to, or advertise in the Times.® Ochs had no
such contempt for solicitation. He became the first publisher,
in 1898, to solicit circulation by telephone. He offered a
bicycle ‘tour of France and England to the one hundred
persons bringing in the most new subscribers. The former
campaign, of course, reached only the relatively well to do
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who had telephones. The latter scheme focused on S'C%IOOI and
college teachers and stressed, in the contest advertising, that
“To be seen reading The New York Times is a stamp of
respectability.”®
Two months after Ochs took over the paper, the famous
motto, “All the News That’s Fit to Print,” first appea.red on
the editorial page. At the same time, Ochs started a circula-
tion-building contest offering $100 for a better slogan. The
winning entry was “All the World’s News, but No? a SC}'IOOI
for Scandal.” Still, the editors preferred their own mvent'lon,:
and by February, 1897, “All the News That’s Fit to Print
was moved permanently to the front page. -
The Times’ slogan, like its general statement.of policy,

emphasized decency as much as accuracy. The Times could
not, and did not, compete with the World and the ]ourna{ for
circulation; advertising in The Journalist in 1902, the T.zmes
claimed the highest circulation of any newspaper in the city—
and then, in smaller print, excepted the World al?d Fhe
Journal;- as if they were in another category' of publication
altogether.™ In a sense, they were, and the 7Times used them
as a foil in promoting itself. The Times joined tl%e Sun 'and
Press and other papers in a new “moral war” in _]01.11‘1"18.1151’1’}.
It pointedly advertised itself with the slogan, “It doses not so;};
the breakfast cloth,” as opposed to the “yellow” journals.
Some items from the Times, in the winter of 1897, are
probably representative of its attitude toward the yillow
press. In a story headed “The Modern Newspaper” on
February 12, the Témes covered a speech at. the Press Club.(')f
Colgate University given by the city editor of the Utica
Observer in which editor W. W. Canfield attacked. papers
which padded news, printed private matters, spread indecent
literature, and proved themselves unreliable. He pleaded f'or
more newspapers like the Times. “A newspaper,"’ he .sald,
“was declared to be a companion, and surely the intelligent
would not accept as a companion the vicious and the de-
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praved.” On the same day, the Times editorialized on “Freak
Journalism and the Ball.” It attacked the World’s extravagant
coverage of the Bradley Martin ball at the Waldorf, suggest-
ing that the World’s artists made their drawings of the
festivities before the ball took place. (It should be observed
that the Times did not skimp on its own coverage of the ball.
It reported the gala affair in a page-one, column-one story on
February 12 and devoted all of page two to detailing who the
guests were, what they wore, and where they dined before the
great event.)

A few days later the World and the Journal were scuffling
over Richard Harding Davis’ report on the Olivette affair.
‘The Times did not discuss the item of news itself but
editorialized on the press coverage of it: “We remark with
interest the rivalry of our esteemed freak contemporaries, and
especially the keen interest they manifest in exposing each

other’s ‘beats’.”” The Times took a bémused tone but jt had a
certain bite:

The fact that the picture from the point of view of the Guban young
lady was a greater horror and indignity than any to which the
detectives could have subjected her was a detail not worth the
consideration of an enterprising artist or a freak journal

Unlike other papers in New York, the Times apparently had
a good memory. Two weeks after the Olivette affair was first
reported, when the exiled Cuban women to whom Davis had
talked arrived in New York, the Times—and it seems only
the 7Times—was at the dock to interview them. On March 2
the 7imes printed a page one story, “Cuban Women Ill
Treated.” Characteristically, the story made no reference to
the earlier news reports in the Journal and the World. The
Times account confirmed the World story that the women
were searched by a matron. But, in spirit, it confirmed the
imagination of Remington and the outrage of Davis. The
Cuban woman the Times interviewed complained that while
she was being searched, the Spanish inspector of police looked
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through the porthole into the cabin and laughed at the
humiliation of the women. The Times asked her if she had
really helped the insurgents as the Spanish claimed. She
smiled “significantly” and said: “Well, I am a Cuban, and my
father died fighting for Cuba Libre ten years ago.”

The next day the Times returned to its indirect assault on
the yellow journals by running a page-two story on “New
Journalism and Vice” which covered the speech of the
Reverend Dr. W.H.P. Faunce at the twenty-fifth anniversary
of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice. Faunce

said:

The press of this country to-day is engaged in a fearful struggle, one
class against another. On one side stand the reputable papers which
represent decency and truth, and on the other, is what.calls itself the
new journalism, but whHich is in reality as old as sin itself.

On March 4 a Times editorial headed “A Work of Moral
Sanitation” praised Faunce. It also drew attention to the
decision of the public library in Newark to exclude the
sensational papers, but offered its own alternate method of
reform: “To make the reading of the new journals, except
behind a screen, a social offense punishable with scorn and

contempt would be a salutary and sufficient measure of

reform.”%

In October, 1898, the Times lowered its price from three
cents to a penny. Within a year its circulation jumped from
25,000 to 75,000, and after that continued to rise steadily:
82,000 in 1900; 121,000 in 1905; 192,000 in 1910; and

343,000 by 1920. While some critics suggested that the drop

in price would reduce the value of the Times to advertisers
seeking an exclusive readership, it seems only to have.en-
hanced the Times’ reputation with advertisers. The Times
had 2.4 million agate lines of advertising in 1897, 2.4 million
again in 1898, but then 3.4 million in 1899 and 4.0 million in
1900, 6.0 million in 1905, 7.6 million in 1910, and 23.4
million in 1920.®® The price cut, it appears, making a high-
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toned, conservative paper available to more readers, assured

. the Times of success. In the very years that yellow journalism

was at its most manic, the Times was thriving.

Ochs’ own explanation of this was simple: many people
bought the World or the Journal because they were cheap, not
because they were sensational. Many people, if they could
afford it, would choose “a clean newspaper of high and
honorable aims, which prints all the news that is fit to print,
and expresses its editorial opinions with sincere conviction
and independence.”® But this blithe confidence was not
widely shared and, even for some editors at the Times, Ochs
himself was the mystery to be explained. In 1915 and 1916,
editorial page editor Garet Garrett kept a diary and, in a
number of entries, tried to fathom Ochs’ power and success.
He found Ochs a crude sort of man in some respects. He was
too interested in money—he “higgles terrifically over pay”
and “is always impressed by large figures of wealth or
income.” True, Ochs found the suggestion that the Times was
a commercial success “the unpardonable insult,” but Garrett
had an explanation for this, too: “His ambition (and it is not
strange, seeing how all men long for that which in themselves
is unattainable), his ambition is to produce a highbrow
newspaper for intellectuals.”

Garrett ridiculed Ochs’ attention to money and his appar-
ently meager intellectual equipment—“Intellectually he is the
inferior of any man at the [editorial] council table”’—but
Garrett was nonetheless fascinated by Ochs’ unquestioned
success. He criticized Ochs for choosing words badly and for
expressing himself ungrammatically, but he also wrote:

I am aware, however, that the presence of Mr. O. gives our
thoughts and expressions an elasticity that they did not have in his
absence. None of us values his mental processes highly, and yet, he
has a way of seeing always the other side that stimulates discussion,
statement and restatement, and leaves a better product altogether
than is approached in his absence.
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How could this be? It was, Garrett felt, that Ochs, “for his
lack of reasoned conviction, is all the more seeing.” At another
time he wrote that Ochs had “a kind of emotional tolerance of
humanity, bordering on sheer sentimentality, which contin-
ually expresses itself in the other point of view, wh.atever that
happens to be. Without fixed convictions on anything, he can
let his feelings run.” And then he came to this judgment of the
enigma of Ochs:

The secret—the secret of the man himself and of his success with
the Times as well—is that Mr. O. has crowd-consciousness. He,
with a newspaper, is like the orator. Both of them address. a crowd,
with an understanding of its emotions, or rather, with a likeness of
emotions, and as the orator and the crowd react on each other, so
Mr. O. and the Times readers react on each other.

“Mr. Ochs,” he concluded, “is a crowd.”® .
In an essay on Ochs in the Atlantic in 1926, Benjamin
Stolberg echoed Garrett’s assessment in a more catty to'ne.
Ochs, he wrote, “is not merely an honest, but a congenital
_conformist. He is the living norm of the median culture of
American life.” The Times succeeded because it appeared on
the scene at a time of widespread emulation and conspicuous
consumption. Most people read the Times because the elite
read it. Ochs himself had noted that “no one needs to be
ashamed to be seen reading” the Times. This, according to
Stolberg, not any intrinsic excellence, accounted for th'e pa-
per’s success: “It is in the Times that we can all worship the
Idols of the Cave without being caught in our idolatry.”®
Stolberg’s gibes are suggestive. The reading public may
well be divided morally in ways that are related to class but
do not reflect it in any simple way. If Stolberg is right, less
educated or less wealthy people read the Times to emulate
those above them in social standing, and so they read with
pride. More educated and more wealthy people read not only

the Times but the “story’’ newspapers and magazines, though

they do so with a feeling of shame. Today, studies of television
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viewing indicate that highly educated people do not watch
significantly less television, or even “better” television, than
the less educated—they simply fee! differently about it.® This
repeats what observers at the end of the nineteenth century
already saw in the case of newspaper reading. Pulitzer, in
1884, mocked Matthew Arnold’s criticism of sensational
papers, noting, “Like everybody else, Matthew buys and
reads the newspapers that are racy.”® E. L. Godkin, com-
plaining in The Nation in 1895 that sensational papers were
getting too much attention, nonetheless observed that they
drew their readership from all social strata: “. . . this stuff is
greedily read by all classes.” He noted that “the grumblers
over the wicked journals are often their most diligent
readers.”%

There is, then, a moral dimension to the reading of
different kinds of newspapers; there is pride and shame in
reading. This helps establish the plausibility of the hypothesis
that the Times’ readership was not won simply by the utility
of the articles it printed for businessmen and lawyers or the
resonance of its political outlook with the politics of affluent
readers. The Times attracted readers among the wealthy and
among those aspiring to wealth and status, in part, because it
was socially approved. It was itself a badge of respectability.

But this only poses the question in a different way: what
made the Times respectable? What made it seem morally
superior? Was it deemed respectable because it appealed to
the affluent? Or did it appeal to the affluent because it was
respectable? And if the latter, is “respectability” to be under-
stood as a moral ideal emerging from the life experience of a
particular social group at a particular time or as a moral ideal
with legitimate claims to wider allegiance or, perhaps, both?

This repeats, within the field of journalism, perennial
questions about high culture and popular culture. What
distinguishes them? Can we find any grounds for asserting
that “art” is superior to popular culture? The question is of
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sociological interest because the taste for high culture is so
regularly associated with educated and wealthy classes, the

. taste for popular culture, with lower classes. And yet, while

the tastes of different classes remain different from one
another in a given period, they change over time. Up until
about the Civil War in the United States, the most sophisti-
cated elements in the population preferred their literature,
and even their journalism, flowery rather than plain, magni-
loquent rather than straightforward.®® By 1900, when “infor-
mation” journalism was sponsored by an economic and social
elite, it was prized, but in 1835, when the first steps toward
an information model were taken by the penny press in
challenge of the elite of the day, it was reviled. The moral war
between information journalism and story journalism in New
York in the 1890s was, like the moral wars of the 1830s, a
cover for class conflict.

But it was not merely a cover. The Times believed what it
said about the disreputability of the new journalism. And the
riew journalisms of the 1830s and the 1890s did have impor-
tant features in common. Both were great self-advertisers, and
self-advertising is a moral stance as well as a journalistic style
or commercial strategy. Among professionals like lawyers and
physicians, advertising is generally prohibited or regulated by
professional associations. The greater a newspaper’s self-
advertising, the less it appears to maintain a “professional”
standing. One who advertises in professional relations, like
one who boasts in personal relations, tends to be distrusted,
even if there are no other evident reasons for distrust.

Were there other good reasons for the Times and its
readers to distrust or look down on the World and its
following? It may be that the Times was more faithful to
facts, for instance, than the World. It may have reined in its
own biases, when it knew them, though it did not, of course,
always know them. But we cannot infer fairness or accuracy
from the fact that the Times held to an informational model of
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Journalism. Information journalism is not necessarily more
accurate than story journalism. The two journalisms differ
intrinsically, to borrow a metaphor from music, not according
to what physical tones they include, but according to the
dynamic quality of the tones. “Information” aspires to the
position of twelve-tone music—music without an inherent,
psychologically significant order to it. The “story,” on the
other hand, plays intentionally on connections to human
experience, just as seven-tone music counts on the states of
tension, unrest, and resolution it excites in listeners.

The moral division of labor between newspapers, then,
may parallel the moral division of the human faculties
between the more respectable faculties of abstraction and the
less respectable feelings. People control themselves to read of
politics in fine print; they let themselves go to read of murders
or to look at drawings of celebrities. Information is a genre of
self-denial, the story one of self-indulgence.

As one grows older and gains experience, one is supposed
to be better able to anticipate life, to order it, to control it. One
grows more rational. The Times wrote for the rational person
or the person whose life was orderly. It presented articles as
useful knowledge, not as revelation: The World had a differ-
ent feel to it; in tone and display it created the sense that
everything was new, unusual, and unpredictable. There is
every reason to believe that this accurately reflected the life
experience of many people in the cities, the newly literate and
the newly urban, members of the working class and middle
class. Life was a spectacle as never before for many, and the
World spoke faithfully to that experience of the many, as the
Times did for the more ordered experience of a smaller
group.%

Perhaps, then, the Times established itself as the “higher
Journalism” because it adapted to the life experience of
persons whose position in the social structure gave them the
most control over their own lives. Its readers were relatively

119




DISCOVERING THE NEWS

independent and participant. The readers of the World were
relatively dependent and nonparticipant. The experience en-
gendered by affluence and education makes one comfortable
with a certain journalistic orientation, one which may indeed
be, in some respects, more mature, More eNcoOmpassing, more
differentiated, more integrated. It may also be, in its own
ways, more limited; refinement in newspapers, people, and
sugar, is bleaching. If the World’s readers might have longed
for more control of their lives, the readers of the Times may
have wished for more nutrients in theirs.

At the turn of the century and even as late as the 1920,
“objectivity” was not a term journalists or critics of journal-
ism used. Newspapers were criticized for failing to stick to the
facts, and the Times boasted that it printed “all the news”’—
by which it nieant information. But this was not objectivity;
the attachment to information did not betray much anxiety
about the subjectivity of personal perspective. The Times in
1900 trusted to information, that body of knowledge under-
standable in itself without context (or with a context taken for
granted). That was not to last. By the 1920s, journalists no
longer believed that facts could be understood in themselves;
they no longer held to the sufficiency of information; they no
longer shared in the vanity of neutrality that had character-
ized the educated middle class of the Progressive era. In the
twentieth century, the skepticism and suspicion which think-
ers of the late nineteenth century, like Nietzsche, taught,
became part of general education. People came to see even the
findings of facts as interested, even memory and dreams as
selective, even rationality itself a front for interest or will or
prejudice. This influenced journalism in the 1920s and 1930s
and gave rise to the ideal of objectivity as we know it.
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CHAPTER 4

Objectivity Becomes

Ideology: Journalism

After World War I

NOTHING thus far explains the twentieth century’s
passion for “objectivity.” The rise of a democratic market
society helped extinguish faith in traditional authorities, but
this did not in itself provide new authority. In a democracy,
the people governed, not the “best people,” and one vote was
as good as another. In the market, things did not contain value
in themselves; value was an arithmetic outcome of a collection
of suppliers and demanders seeking their own interests. In an
urban and mobile society, a sense of community or of the
public had no transcendent significance, and, indeed, one
responded to other people as objects, rather than as kindred,
and trusted to impersonal processes and institutions—adver-
tising, department stores, formal schooling, hospitals, mass-
produced goods, at-large elections—rather than rely on per-
sonal relations. All of this focused attention on “facts.” All of
it contributed to what Alvin Gouldner has called “utilitarian
culture,” in which the normative order moved from a set of
commandments to do what is right to a set of prudential
warnings to adapt realistically to what is. Just when Freud
was diagnosing the pathologies of the domineering superego,
the superego and moral exhortation were in retreat before the
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ego and the cognitive dimension of experience. Rea?ism, not
religion, became a guiding light. Even so, desplte what
appears to be the relativistic logic of a democratic market
society and a utilitarian culture, not many people were led to
distrust the objectivity or reality of their own vall.les. The
Progressive era, we might say, wanted to embrace science but
did not know how to.!

The last decades of the nineteenth century and the first
years of this century saw the emergence of the I.Xmerican
university, the proliferation of professional associations, ar.xd
the beginnings of “scientific management” in industry an.d in
city government, but this was not the same as, nor did it
produce, a belief in objectivity. Not until after World Wf:lr I,
when the worth of the democratic market society was itself
radically quéstioned and its internal logic laid bar.e, did
leaders in journalism and other fields, like the social sciences,
fully experience the doubting and skepticism democr:flcy.a.nd
the market encouraged. Only then did the idealv of objectivity
as ‘consensually validated statements about the world, predi-
cated on a radical separation of facts and values, arise. It
arose, however, not so much as an extension of naive empiri.-
cism and the belief in facts but as a reaction against skepti-
cism; it was not a straight-line extrapolation but a dialectical
response to the culture of a democratic market society. I.t was
not the final expression of a belief in facts but the assertion of
a method designed for a world in which even facts could not

be trusted.

Losing Faith in the Democratic Market Society

Editor James A. Wechsler recalled the early 1930s as a time
of “democratic despair” and “querulous pessimism about the
democratic future.” He remembered being addressed as a
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freshman at Columbia in 1931 by President Nicholas Murray
Butler. Butler said that only two methods for selecting leaders
existed in the twentieth century: election and dictatorship. As
between these systems, Butler went on, dictatorship “appears
to bring into authority and power men of far greater intelli-
gence, far stronger character and far more courage than does
the system of election.” 2

This was not just the cynicism of an isolated. antidemocrat.
Mussolini was a popular figure in America in the twenties
and early thirties, his “pragmatism” appealing to both con-
servatives and liberals disillusioned with democracy and cap-
italism.® Nor was it simply the despair of a depression year.
Even at the height of prosperity in the twenties and even, or
especially, among liberal intellectuals, there was deep pessi-
mism about political democracy. Walter Lippman, in Public
Opinion (1922), had begun to knock the “public” off the
perch that the rhetoric of democracy had built for it. In The
Phantom Public (1925), he was still more severe and eritical
of democratic ideals. “The private citizen today,” he wrote in
the book’s opening sentence, “has come to feel rather like a
deaf spectator in the back row, who ought to keep his mind on
the mystery off there, but cannot quite manage to keep
awake.” Public affairs are not the private citizen’s affairs:
“They are for the most part invisible. They are managed, if
they are managed at all, at distant centers, from behind the
scenes, by unnamed powers.” This did not preface a call to
arms, or a plea for Progressive politics. Lippmann observed
that scholars used to write books about voting, but “They are
now beginning to write books about nonvoting.” This was not

- the fault of the citizen, not even the fault of a decent political

systém rightly conceived. It was, instead, Lippmann argued,
the fault of the “unattainable ideal” of citizenship. There is
no special wisdom in the will of the majority. On the contrary,
wisdom is more likely to lie with insiders, experts in the
practice of governing. Voting is an exceptional procedure
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which enables the public to act only when a problem arises. A
problem arises only if someone objects to current policy—
insofar as there is general agreement, the public has no
interest in politics and should have no interest. The people do
not govern and should not govern; at most, they support or
oppose the individuals who do rule. Voting, Lippmann wrote,
is:

... an act of enlistment, an alignment for or against, a mobilization.
These are military metaphors, and rightly so, I think, for an election
based on the principle of majority rule is historically and practically
a sublimated and denatured civil war, a paper mobilization without
physical violence.*

The Phantom Public directed its rhetoric against “demo-
cratic reformers” who placed too much hope in the public—a
body, Lippmann argued, they never adequately defined or
understood. Secondarily, the book attacked those cynics who
pointed all too easily to “what a hash democracy was making
of its pretensions to government.” According to Lippmann,
these critics conclude that the public is uninformed and
meddlesome, probably by nature; they fail to see that the main
difference between the rulers and the ruled is that between
insiders and outsiders, that education for citizenship and
education for public office must be, and should be, different.
So Lippmann tried to reserve a place in his analysis for public
opinion; he tried to cut a pragmatic middle road between a
democratic fantasy and a democratic despair. This expressed
some hope for the future. Even so, in the wake of a century of
optimism about democracy, Lippmann’s formulation of the
problem of the public was dour; he had tempered his own
confidence by cutting it down to a size which would not excite
passion or promise. v

This is all the more striking when one compares Lipp-
mann’s writings of the twenties to his prewar Drift and
Mastery (1914). There, like many others in the next decades,
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he diagnosed the problem of modern life as a loss of authority.
The world was adrift, no one was in command. Yet, there was
a solution. In a sense, it is the same solution Lippmann would
offer later—science, but with a difference. In Drift and
Mastery scientific thinking is “the twin-brother” of democra-
cy in politics. “As absolutism falls,” Lippmann wrote, “sci-
ence rises. It is self-government.” Lippmann ended the book
in an almost millenarian tone: “The scientific spirit is the
discipline of democracy, an escape from drift, the outlook of a
free man.”® Indeed, in Drift and Mastery Lippmann ex-
pressed his faith that ordinary citizens would make great
changes: the consumer was to be a center of power in politics;

" the labor movement and the women’s movement were to effect

a transvaluation of values. Nothing could be more remote
from the Lippmann of Public Opinion and The Phantom
Public. When Lippmann appealed to the idea of science in the
1920s, he took science to be the governor or throttle on
popular will, not the democratic engine itself.

Despair about democracy deepened in the 1930s with the
growing strength of dictatorships in Germany and Italy and
the apparent helplessness of American government in the
early thirties to deal with the depression. “Epitaphs for
democracy are the fashion of the day,” Felix Frankfurter
wrote in 1930, although.he was more hopeful himself.®
“Representative democracy seems to have ended in a cul-de-
sac,” Harold Laski told readers of the American Political
Science Review in 1932; the complacent optimism of just fifty
years before had been eclipsed by an “institutional malaise.””
It was a far cry from the Progressive Era when, in 1937, the
editors of The New Republic introduced a series of articles on
“the future of democracy” with the words: “At no time since
the rise of political democracy have its tenets been so seriously
challenged as they are today.” ® Old Progressives found them-
selves baffled by the complexity of economic and political
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problems of the 1930s. William Allen White admitted in
1938, “I don’t know what is right. ... I’m not as smart as I
used to think I was.” And Ray Stannard Baker, in 1936, said:
“Of this I am sure. I cannot settle . . . the tremendous prob-
lems now plaguing the world. Most often I cannot fully
understand. The factors are too complex.”’
The pessimism about the institutions of democracy and
capitalism in the 1930s had roots in the doubts of the 1920s
about the public and human nature, traditional values and
received knowledge. The spirit of business in the twenties was
buoyant, and there was a feeling of liberation in social science,
the arts, and the social life of the urban Bohemians. But the
liberation into a new culture marked the rapid disintegration
of the old, and many serious thinkers began to fear that the
new edifices of the arts and sciences were being raised without
foundations.?® Roscoe Pound, dean of American legal philos-
ophers, felt the uneasiness affecting social thought and social
life when he addressed Wellesley’s graduating class in 1929.
From the Reformation until the twentieth century, he said,
the dominant note in Western culture was “confidence.” But
lack of confidence had overwhelmed the twentieth century.
Psychology led us to distrust reason; the distrust of reason led
us to doubt our political institutions. Science, once the main-
stay of confidence, “has been teaching distrust of itself.”
Students today, Pound observed, speak proudly of their disil-
lusionment. No illusions take them in, and “frankness” is one
of their favorite words. Physics, biology, and economics all
find complexity and randomness, rather than the simplicity
and order they had once believed present in the world.
History no longer believes in facts but only in the subjective
judgments of historians. Most devastating of all was the
distrust of reason psychology had established:

In place of reason we have subconscious wishes, repressed desires,
rooted behavior tendencies, habitual predispositions which are dif-
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ferent for each individual economic unit. In place of enlightenment

. we have—well, perhaps glands."

Pound’s answer to the growing consciousness of the irrational
was to caution against idolatry: “The irrational is a fact, not
an ideal. We must reckon with it, but we are not bound to
exalt it.” Still, his own affirmation was modest. He retained
confidence in a world which generally lacked it because, he
said, he was raised in the nineteenth century, before reason

. had come into doubt. No explanation of his own position

could better indicate that Pound wrote in a disillusioned time
and was himself deeply affected by its habit of reducing ideas

- to their biographies.

- ~The distrust of reason Pound spoke of took different forms.
Pohtlcally it meant a distrust of the public and a doubt that
representative institutions could ever act wisely. We have seen
this already, in modest expression, in Lippmann. Lippmann
spoke for a wider and deeper current of thought that began at
the end of the nineteenth century with a rash of writing on
“crowds” and the behavior of crowds. Many of these works
were antiliberal, attacking the lower orders and even attack-
ing the middle class from an aristocratic point of view: in

.some of the European literature, electoral crowds, juries, and

parliaments were linked to crowds and riots as instances of
mass subjection to prejudice and primitive instinct. Leon
Bramson, in his study of the political context of sociological
thought, argues that American writings on crowds were not
antiliberal. American sociologists took the crowd to be a
seedbed of new institutions serving the needs an earlier social
order had not met.”* While this may be true for academic
sociology as it developed in America, the European antiliber-
als directly influenced American thinking outside sociology.
Everett Dean Martin’s The Behavior of Crowds (1921)—
which lies outside Bramson’s study because it was not written
by a professional sociologist—was antiliberal, widely read,
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and cited approvingly by Lippmann in Public Opinion
(1922). Lippmann observed that Gustave LeBon, one of the
leading French antiliberal writers, had been taken up as a
“prophet” by those who were most skeptical in America about
the rational operation of popular will. Edward L. Bernays,
one of the leading figures in the development of public
relations in the 1920s, was influenced by Martin’s book, by
LeBon, and, of course, by Lippmann himself.*®

While Bramson is right to point out different emphases in
American and European thought, Europeans focusing on “the
crowd” and Americans on “the public,” what seems more
important here is that in both Europe and America the
meaning of “public” and “public opinion” changed in the
same direction in the early twentieth century. Public opinion,
as W. H. Mackinnon defined it in 1828, was “that sentiment
on any given subject which is entertained by the best in-
formed, most intelligent and most moral persons in the
community, which is gradually spread and adopted by nearly
all persons of any education or proper feeling in a civilized
state.” In England, this “public opinion” served as a weap-
on of the middle class in rising against the aristocracy.’®
Something similar was true in the United States where “the
people,” in the early nineteenth century, was a term used to
refer to the middle class.* If, however, public opinion was the
voice of the middle class against an aristocracy in the early
nineteenth century, by the early twentieth century, it was
regarded by the middle class as the voice of some other, large
mass of persons having no claims to the middle-class perqui-
site of education and middle-class virtue of rationality. Public
opinion was'no longer the readership James Gordon Bennett
or Horace Greeley or Samuel Bowles addressed in small,
dense type and long-winded editorials; the public was now the
urban masses who liked banner headlines, large drawings and
photographs, snappy and spicy writing. True, the older
journalism had scarcely been as dignified or reasoned as some
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liked to remember it, and the educated middle class itself liked
banners and spice more than it cared to admit. But at the
same time it felt a great need to distinguish itself from the rest
of the reading public, for it no longer recognized in “public
opinion” what it took to be its own voice, the voice of reason.
The professional classes now took public opinion to be
irrational and therefore something to study, direct, manipu-
late, and control. The professions developed a proprietary
attitude toward “reason” and a paternalistic attitude toward
the public.

The distrust, not so much of reason as of the public’s
capacity for exercising it, had to do with the sense of the

~ middle class that it was surrounded by urban masses and the

uneasiness of the white Anglo-Saxon male at the discovery
that his was no longer so clearly the loudest voice in the
world. In a remarkable monograph on the history of the
concept “attitude,” Donald Fleming observes that the present
usage of the word is relatively new. He argues that “attitude”
came into general use, as well as scientific use, at the end of
the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth
century, when societies were faced with the task of redefining
the human condition to include infants, children, adolescents,
mental patients, primitive people, peasants, immigrants, Ne-
groes, slum dwellers, urban masses, crowds, and, most of all,

‘women. Once political society expanded to include more than

native white males, elites began to modify their sense of what
human nature is. Most of the new categories of persons the
elites had to reckon with had “often been conceived of as

- passional beings, incapable of sustained rationality.” Rather

than attribute rationality to them, social scientists and others
began to reconceive human nature generally, replacing a term
like “‘conviction,” which stressed human rationality, with
terms like “attitude” and “opinion,” which indicated that
human thought and expression mix reason and passion.”
'This was a response to the heterogeneous social world of
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the cities. In urbanization, historians H. J. Dyos and Michael
Wolff write, “a dominant culture is always faced by new
groups of people previously thought of as beneath consider-
ation.” Speaking of cities in Victorian England, they argue
that there was a mutual recognition and distancing of the
middle class and the working class. This was something
distinctively modern, “the capacity for sustained awareness”
of other cultures:

What the Victorian city began to do . . . was to permit this sustained
awareness of differences in social conditions to take place. Here,
almost for the first time, was some visible prospect of the advance-
ment of whole classes but, more than that, a stirring consciousness
among the lower ranks of society of the removable differences in the
quality of human life. It was the city which enabled such things to
be seen.”®

Of course, the American situation was not identical, but the
American city enabled such things to be seen, too. The
American middle class, at the end of the nineteenth century
.and increasingly thereafter, began to move from cities to
suburbs, creating a residential segregation by class which
metropolitan areas had never before known. The efforts of the
affluent to insulate themselves shaped the political geography
of the country in new ways in the 1920s. In 1916 there were
zoning laws in only sixteen American municipalities; by the
end of the twenties, eight hundred were zoned, and 60 percent
of the country’s urban population lived under zoning regula-
tions.” Judge David C. Westenhaver found no ambiguity in
the aims of zoning ordinances when he decided against zoning
(his decision was overturned) in the landmark case of Village
of Euclid v. Ambler Realty: “In the last analysis, the result to
be accomplished is to classify the population and segregate
them according to their income and situation in life.”* In the
same period, Congress approved restrictions on immigration.
While representatives from the South, the West, and rural
sections of the country led the fight to restrict immigration,
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they found support from centers of power in the Eastern
cities, too. In 1916 The New Republic suggested that modern
democracy “cannot permit . . . social ills to be aggravated by
excessive immigration.” The New York Times, as well as the
Saturday Evening Post, praised Madison Grant’s influential
racist tract, Passing of the Great Race, in editorials. Colleges
and universities, including Columbia and Harvard, instituted
or tightened quotas on Jews.”

Faith in democracy was losing out to fears of unreason—
and of the presumably unreasoning, the urban masses, the
immigrants, the Jews. Of course, there was new hope, the
hope of efficiently controlling irrationality. But if some re-
formers believed that modeling government and social organi-
zations after the efficient business enterprise was a solution,
others were beginning to regard it as part of the problem.
“The invasion of the community by the new and relatively
impersonal and mechanical modes of combined human behav-
ior,” John Dewey wrote, “is the outstanding fact of modern

life.” Impersonal organizations, not face-to-face relations,

dominated the age, Dewey observed in The Public and Its
Problems. Individuals were counting for less, impersonal
organizations for more. The very expansion and intensifica-
tion of social interaction which had created a “public” led also
to impersonal controls which made the public’s exercise of its
own reason impossible.”? Democracy was still formally grow-
ing; the Progressive movement had introduced initiative,
referendum, and recall, direct election of Senators, and popu-
lar primaries. The nineteenth amendment to the Constitution
finally gave women the vote in 1920. But somehow the
popular control of government seemed farther away than
ever.

In economic as well as in political life, the public appeared
more removed from decision making at exactly the time that,
formally, it was more involved. In The Modern Corporation
and Private Property (1932), Adolf A. Berle and Gardiner C.
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Means observed that the transfer of the industrial wealth of
the nation from individual ownership to ownership by large
corporations meant the divorce of business ownership from
business control. With information on 144 of the 200 largest
corporations in 1930, Berle and Means found 3 had over
200,000 stockholders, 71 had 20,000 or more, and 124 had
5000 or more. In most cases the stock owned by management
came to just a few percent of the total. The Modern Corpora-
tion and Private Property is a requiem for the small, indepen-
dent capitalist whose ownership of property involved acti.ve
control and who derived “spiritual values” from ownership.
Berle and Means pictured the old-time capitalist extending
his personality through ownership. When wealth was in land,
the owner might use it directly and it would take on a
subjective value it could not have in the form of . stocks. In
stock ownership, the capitalist could make use of his property
only through sales in the market. Actual control of pr,c:perty
had shifted from owners to the “economic autocrats” who
managed the corporations.®
In formal terms, traditional ideals were being enacted:
more and more persons entered the market as small, indepen-
dent “capitalists,” just as more and more people were form_all-
ly able to participate in politics at the polls. The' rfxark_et, like
democracy, was enlarging. Yet, as formal part1c1p.at10n ex-
panded, substantial control evaporated, and the voice of the
small investor could no more be heard above the clatter of
corporate managers than the mutterings of the voting c.itizen
could be heard above the din of administrative imperialism—
the mayor or city manager taking power from the alderman,
the president taking control from the Congress. _ _
As in politics and social life, so in economic aﬁ’alré,
institutions and individuals in positions of influence reconsi-
dered and reconceived the “public.” In business, corporations
began to recognize a public for the first time: _bus%nesses
moved from ignoring the public, or damning it, in the
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nineteenth century, to advising and accommodating it through
public relations, in the twentieth century. The “public” that
emerged was one of both investors and consumers. In the first
decade of the twentieth century, light industry, retail mer-
chants, and other businesses increasingly chose to offer public
stock issues to meet their capital needs. At the same time,
savings increased, and the consequent availability of funds for
investment stimulated a general interest in buying securities.
Investment bankers courted the person with just a thousand
dollars or so to invest. The firm of Lee, Higginson hired the
first securities salesman in 1906 and quickly shifted the bulk
of its business from railroad securities to utilities and indus-
trials whose higher interest rates appealed to the small
investor seeking a quick return. World War I stimulated
small investment again as people got used to buying Liberty
bonds. Some firms initially organized to sell war bonds, like
Federal Securities Corporation in Chicago, continued their
wartime sales techniques to sell other securities after the war.
Federal Securities followed its practice with special depart-
ments catering to women and to foreign-born investors.?
There was not only a growing public of investors but a vast
public of consumers. National corporations, at the end of the
nineteenth century, used newspapers and magazines to adver-
tise directly to consumers. In the 1920s, installment buying,
particularly of automobiles, became an important aspect of
family spending, leading John Dewey to observe that buying
had become as much a duty in the corporate society of the
twentieth century as thrift had been in the individualistic
society of the nineteenth.” Personal finance companies multi-
plied. Familiar elements of the world were redefined in terms
of consumption. Children, for instance, once regarded as
modest economic assets, came to be seen as a source of major
expenses.” The increasing recognition by many people that
America was becoming a “consumer society”? led some
liberal thinkers to urge the reconstruction of American poli-
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tics on the ground of a consumers’ movement.” They were too
optimistic, but they were on target in recognizing the growing
importance in the economy of consumption and its manage-
ment. Even the rise of the small investor may not have
indicated the enlargement of the field of active ownership so
much as the consumerization of owning, a pacification of
property.

Public relations developed in the early part of the twentieth
century as a profession which responded to, and helped shape,
the public, newly defined as irrational, not reasoning; specta-
torial, not participant; consuming, not productive. This had a
far-reaching impact on the ideology and daily social relations
of American journalism.

The Decline of “'Facts'' in Journalism

There is such distaste in intellectual circles for the very notion
of public relations that it is difficult to believe that the public
relations of Ivy Lee, Edward L. Bernays, and others pioneer-
ed in the first three decades of this century was, in many
respects, progressive. An incident which symbolized the new
public relations occurred in 1906 soon after Ivy Lee had been
hired as public relations counsel to the Pennsylvania Rail-
road. An accident took place on the main railroad line near
Gap, Pennsylvania. Railroads had traditionally tried to sup-
press news of accidents.”® Lee, in contrast, invited reporters to
the scene of the accident at the railroad’s expense. An accident
on the New York Central soon thereafter was hushed up, as
usual. But, in light of the new Pennsylvania policy, reporters
got angry and gave the New York Central a bad press.* This
was the beginning of a new relationship between the rail-
roads, then the largest and most powerful corporations in the
country, and the press and reading public: Lee’s insistence on
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“absolute frankness” for the Pennsylvania Railroad forced
other railroads to follow suit.

Ivy Lee was the son of a Methodist minister. He grew up
in the South, was educated at Princeton, and in 1899 began
work as a reporter in New York, first for the Journal, then
the 7imes, and finally the World. He then moved into
publicity work, establishing the firm of Parker and Lee.
“Accuracy, Authenticity, Interest” was the motto which the
partners apparently took seriously. Editor and Publisher,
generally hostile to public relations, admitted that Parker and
Lee never tried to deceive but sent copy to the press “with the
frank statement that it is in behalf of the client, and that no

- money will be paid for its insertion in the columns of any

newspaper.”®!

Lee, generally regarded as the “first” public relations
agent, was surely one of the most self-conscious. He was a
determined publicist for public relations itself. In 1924 and
1925 he expressed his views in addresses to the American
Association of Teachers of Journalism and also to the Adver-
tising Club of New York. He argued that propaganda, which
he defined simply as “the effort to propagate ideas,” was
acceptable as long as the public knew who was responsible for
it. Lee based this relatively cavalier attitude toward propa-
ganda on a disillusioned, distinctively modern attitude toward
“facts.” No one, he said, quoting Walter Lippmann approv-
ingly, can present the whole of the facts on any subject. The
very notion of a “fact” he regarded as suspect: “The effort to
state an absolute fact is simply an attempt to achieve what is
humanly impossible; all I can do is to.give you my interpreta-
tion of the facts.””® Lee implicitly denied that disinterestedness
was possible for an individual or institution. “All of us,” he
said, “are apt to try to think that what serves our own
interests is also in the general interest. We are very prone to
look at everything through glasses colored by our own inter-
ests and prejudices.””® While this perception in some hands
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was a sociology of knowledge used as criticism, for Lee it was
a cynical epistemology used to defend business’s use of public
relations. Since all opinions are suspect, all are equally
entitled to a place in the democratic forum.

Edward L. Bernays, who, along with Lee, was the most
prominent publicist for public relations, took a similar line.
Like Lee, he denied that there was anything wrong with
propaganda. “Propaganda,” he wrote in 1923, “is a purpose-
ful, directed effort to overcome censorship—the censorship of
the group mind and the herd reaction.”* Bernays, Sigmund
Freud’s nephew and a man sensitive to the irrational sources
of human thought, relied on the works of Everett Dean
Martin and William Trotter in his Crystallizing Public
Opinion to argue that political, economic, and moral judg-
ments‘are “more often expressions of crowd psychology and
herd reaction than the result of the calm exercise of judg-
ment.”® Where Lee stressed that opinion was self-interested,
Bernays argued that it was irrational. Either way, opinion
was not true or trustworthy. This led Bernays, like Lee, to a
libertarian rationale for public relations:

In the struggle among ideas, the only test is the one which Justice
Holmes of the Supreme Court pointed out—the power of thought to

get itself accepted in the open competition of the market.”

Public relations was much in need of a rationale. Trade
journals in publishing frequently attacked public relations
during the twenties and into the thirties. Editor and Publisher
feared that public relations agents helped businesses to pro-
mote as news what otherwise would have been purchased in
advertising. It decried publicity agents in general as “space
grabbers” and Bernays in particular as a “menace.””" Bernays
coined the term “counsel on public relations” in the early
twenties to insist that he was a new professional in a new role,
not the old “press agent” of the nineteenth century. “This was
no mere difference in nomenclature, no euphemistic change-
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over,” Bernays recalled in his memoirs, but euphemism was
precisely what others took it to be. Mencken’s American
Language (1936) dismissed it as a euphemism, while Stanley
Walker, city editor of the New York Herald Tribune, irrever-
ently lumped it with a mixed bag of other terms in a 1932
essay in Harper’s:

... public relations counsel, publicity adviser, advocates at the court
of public opinion, good-will ambassadors, mass-mind molders,
fronts, mouthpieces, chiselers, moochers, and special assistants to
the president.”

Walker’s essay captures the uneasy response of editors and

. _reporters to public relations. The response of newspaper
business managers was unambiguous: they opposed public

relations. The editorial staff was more ambivalent. Walker’s
essay is full of a breezy humor which smooths over an
awkward mix of distaste, disgust, rivalry, and grim affection
for the public relations agent. Walker observed with mock
despondency that the 5,000 public relations agents in New
York outnumbered the journalists, that schools of journalism
produced more public relations agents than newspapermen,
and that half or more of the news items in the daily press
originated in public relations work. But the mocking died
when Walker concluded that the publicity agent and the
newspaper are inevitable enemies and will always be so,
despite the yearning of some public relations agents for a code
of ethics and professional status, “anything to take them out
of the red light district of human relations.”®

The press itself was partly responsible for the growth of
publicity or propaganda. (Today publicity or public relations
would be called “propaganda” only as an epithet, but in the
twenties both “publicity” and “propaganda” were rather new
terms; both had unsavory connotations—though “propagan-
da” more so—and they were used to some extent interchange-
ably.) Nelson Crawford, in his well-regarded text, The Ethics
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of Journalism (1924), held that newspaper inaccuracies and
the habit of reporters of giving most space to those who
furnished them with “typed copies of speeches, ready-pre-
pared interviews, and similar material” encouraged the use of
public relations by individuals and organizations.* Still, jour-
nalists scorned the “handouts” they took and resented the
press agents with whom they worked. “Why is it then that
this amiable gentleman,” a New York World reporter asked
about Ivy Lee, “who provides so many good stories, is so
generally disliked by newspaper men?”* The answer is not
hard to imagine. Public relations threatened the very idea of
reporting. News appeared to become less the reporting of
events in the world than the reprinting of those facts in the
universe of facts which appealed to special interests who could
afford te hire public relations counsel. It was just as Ivy Lee
said it was: there are no facts, everything is interpretation.
Reflective reporters did not like relying on the publicity
agents, but the facility with which the agents were able to use
~ the newspapers for their own purposes surprised even the
agents themselves. After a publicity campaign that won
considerable newspaper space for a Rockefeller gift to Johns
Hopkins University, Ivy Lee wrote to his most famous and
most faithful employer, John D. Rockefeller, as follows:

In view of the fact that this was not really news, and that the
newspapers gave so much attention to it, it would seem that this was
wholly due to the manner in which the material was “dressed up”
for newspaper consumption. It seems to suggest very considerable
possibilities along this line.*

The public relations counsel, Bernays boasted, “is not merely
the purveyor of news; he is more logically the creator of
news.”® That was exactly what journalists feared.

There was another reason for journalists to dislike public
relations: it undermined the traditional social relations of the
newspaper fraternity. Reporters who delighted in going back-
stage for news were now stopped at the stage door; public
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relations men seemed to be everywhere. “The problem of
propaganda,” Nelson Crawford told students of journalism,
“is serious.” He estimated that a large newspaper received
150,000 words of public relations material daily.* Frank
Cobb, of the New York World, observed in 1919 that there
had been about twelve hundred employed press agents in
New York before the war, but that their numbers had rapidly
increased since:

How many there are now I do not pretend to know, but what I do
know is that many of the direct channels to news have been closed
and the information for the public is first filtered through publicity
agents. The great corporations have them, the banks have them, the

- railroads have them, all the organizations of business and of social

and political activity have them, and they are the media through
which the news comes. Even statesmen have them.”

This was so. Government agencies and public officials, as
well as businesses, increasingly made use of public relations.
As a self-conscious activity of government, this was a develop-
ment new and startling enough to excite some controversy.
The Congress insisted in 1908 on amending the Agricultural
Appropriations bill to read that “no part of this appropriation
shall be paid . .. for ... the preparation of any newspaper or
magazine articles.” In 1910 the Congress questioned, but did
not act against, the Census-Bureau’s maintenance of a “press
bureau.” In 1913, after further congressional investigation of
the publicity work of federal agencies, a law was passed
denying the use of any appropriations for payment of “public-
ity experts,” unless specifically designated by the Congress.
But the law was a dead letter; government public relations
proliferated in and after World War 1.4

Theodore Roosevelt was the first president to set up a room
for the press in the White House; Woodrow Wilson initiated
the regular press conference; Warren Harding originated the
use of the term “White House spokesman” to refer to
statements he made at press conferences. Reporters thus
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gained a more secure relationship to White House news, but
one more formal than it had been, and more easily organized
and manipulated by the president or his secretaries. The
newspaper fraternity turned into a press corps. What had
been the primary basis for competition among journalists—
the exclusive, the inside story, the tip, the scoop—was
whisked away by press releases and press conferences.
Newspapers that had once fought “the interests” now de-
pended on them for handouts. Just as public relations, in
general, was “progressive” in rationalizing the relationship of
business and the public, so the press release was progressive
in rationalizing the reporting of news.*” The publicity agents
played no favorites, protected their employers from direct
contact with reporters, and turned news into a policy rather
than an event, a constant stream rather than eddies, rapids,
and whirlpools.

There was, perhaps, another reason reporters disliked the
public relations agents: the agents doubted their own worth.

“They had much in which they took pride: Eric Goldman, who

wrote a brief history of public relations, suggests that public
relations changed from a nineteenth-century “public be
damned” or “public be fooled” attitude to a “public be
informed” attitude at the turn of the century, and then to a
“public be understood” stance after World War I, in which
the public relations counsel interpreted and adjusted his client
and the public to each other. The public relations counsel,
equipped with modern psychology’s understanding of the
irrational roots of human opinion, tried to understand the
public as “an expert with the technical equipment, the ethics,
and the social view associated with the lawyer, doctor, or
teacher.”® But this did not keep Ivy Lee, at least, from
wondering about the value of his work. He wrote, in 1929:

A good many years ago I started on the work I am doing, feeling
that there was a real field in it for usefulness. I know now that there
is a great deal to be done that is useful. But of course a great many
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people feel that it is an undignified work that I am doing and not
worthy of great intellectual effort. There is a great deal to be said on
both sides.*

Still‘more brooding and doubtful, Lee told a friend:

Sometimes in my Jow moments I have thought of throwing the
whole thing overboard and taking a minor job as a newspaper
editor. Even then I wonder if I would not still be suspect; whether 1
have not been so thoroughly tainted as a propagandist that people
would always suspect that there was an angel in the closet telling
me what to say and think.*

The publicity agent, John Dewey wrote in 1929, “is perhaps
the most significant symbol of our present social life.”** Public

_relations spoke—created—the language of twentieth century

business and politics. It exemplified and encouraged the self-
interested sensitivity to social nuance and psychological fine
points characteristic of an age of organizations. It managed or
manipulated the public in the name of public service. Yet it
never established itself as the “profession” it hoped to be, and
its leaders, at least in occasional pensive moments, could not
come to terms with their work.

Public relations was one of two key developments which
made journalists suspicious of facts and ready to doubt the
naive empiricism of the 1890s. The other development was
wartime propaganda. “It was the astounding success of pro-
paganda during the war,” Edward Bernays wrote, “which
opened the eyes of the intelligent few in all departments of life
to the possibilities of regimenting the public mind.”® Many
journalists were directly involved in World War I propagan-
da. On the one hand, American journalists found themselves
the victims of military censorship as war correspondents in
Europe. On the other hand, they themselves served as agents
of the American propaganda machine at home or abroad.
James Keeley, managing editor of the Chicago Tribune and
publisher of the Chicago Herald, represented the United
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States on the Inter-Allied Board for propaganda; Walter
Lippmann for a time served as a captain of military intelli-
gence and directed the editorial side of American propaganda
in Paris; Charles Merz, later to be editorial-page editor at the
New York Times, was a first lieutenant intelligence officer
with Lippmann.* On the domestic scene, President Wilson
created the Committee on Public Information in 1917 and
appointed George Creel, a muckraking editor, to run it. The
Committee, which employed many journalists, wrote, collect-
ed, and distributed information favorable to the American
war effort. It churned out 6,000 press releases, enlisted 75,000
“Four Minute Men” to deliver short speeches in movie
theaters and other public places, and even enrolled the Boy
Scouts to deliver copies of Wilson’s addresses door to door.*®

The New York Times described the European conflict as
“the first press agents’ war,” and historian Jack Roth has
called the war “the first modern effort at systematic, nation-
wide manipulation of collective passions.”®® Nothing could
have been more persuasive than the war experience in con-
vincing American newspapermen that facts themselves are not
to be trusted. Reporters had long taken pride in their own
cynicism, but this expressed itself in a love of being close to,
and conversant with, the “inside story” of political and
economic life. Their cynicism had sneered at popular illusions
while relishing hard, stubborn, and secret facts. But in the
war and after, journalists began to see everything as illusion,
since it was so evidently the product of self-conscious artists of
illusion.

War propaganda directly influenced the wider growth of
public relations in the twenties. The war stimulated popular-
ly approved public relations campaigns for war bonds, the
Red Cross, the Salvation Army, and the Y.M.C.A. Communi-
ty Chests developed publicity campaigns based on wartime
models. By 1920, according to the contemporary newspaper
critic Will Irwin, there were nearly a thousand “bureaus of
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propaganda” in Washington modeled on experience during
the war.?” In the business world, the case of Samuel Insull is
especially instructive. Insull, Chicago’s electric power baron,
had begun advising the American branch of the British
propaganda office in 1914. Insull was instrumental in encour-
aging the British to allow newspaper interviews with cabinet
ministers, something unheard of before the war. This in-

" creased the interest of American newspapers in the British

cause. Insull contributed a quarter million dollars of his own
to help distribute highly colored war information to American
newspapers which had no wire service affiliations. After the
United States entered the war, Insull became chief of the
State Council of Defense in Illinois; out of this committee
came the idea for “broadcasting without radio”—the “Four
Minute Men.” After the war, in 1919, Insull organized the
Illinois Public Utility Information Committee, borrowing the
propaganda machinery he had used during the war. Insull’s
biographer writes that by 1923 the utilities in many other
states had followed suit and “were turning out a stream of
utility publicity that almost matched the volume of patriotic
publicity during the war. .. .”®®

The public relations of the public utilities in the twenties
was the most prominent campaign of any industry. It prompt-
ed a thorough Federal Trade Commission investigation of the
utilities and a carefully documented, angry volume by Ernest
Gruening in 1931, The Public Pays. Gruening described the

© campaign as “the most far-reaching, most elaborate, most

protean propaganda in the peace-time history of the United
States.”® But while the public utilities’ campaign may have
been the biggest use of public relations, it was by no means
singular, and everywhere in American life there was growing
interest in, and concern about, propaganda and public rela-
tions.®® A Belgian reporter in 1921 referred to an “American
Obsession” with propaganda.® Harold Lasswell, in Propa-
ganda Technique in the World War (1927), noted the great
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interest in propaganda and in ways of controlling public
opinion and wrote that it “testifies to the collapse of the
traditional species of democratic romanticism and to the rise
of a dictatorial habit of mind.”®

That this posed a special problem to the newspaper report-
er was clear. Propaganda and public relations undermined the
old faith in facts. Lippmann put this well in Public Opinion:

The development of the publicity man is a clear sign that the facts of
modern life do not spontaneously take a shape in which they can be
known. They must be given a shape by somebody, and since in the
daily routine reporters cannot give a shape to facts, and since there
is little disinterested organization of intelligence, the need for some
formulation is being met by the interested parties.”®

Silas Bent determined that at least 147 of 255 stories in the
New “York Times of December 29, 1926, originated in the
work of press agents, as did 75 of 162 stories in the New York
Sun of January 14, 1926.% John Jessup, long an editor at
Fortune and Life, recalls that when he worked for the J.
Walter Thompson agency in the early thirties, he was
shocked at being told that about 60 percent of the stories in
the New York Times were inspired by press agents.® In 1930,
political scientist Peter Odegard estimated that 50 percent of
news items originated in public relations work, and he
concluded what some journalists themselves feared: “Many
reporters today are little more than intellectual mendicants
who go from one publicity agent or press bureau to another
seeking ‘handouts.’ %

Subjectivity and Objectivity in thev Press

The press responded to the apparent subjectivization of facts
in a variety of ways. One response was to openly acknowledge
subjectivity as a factor in reporting. The signed news story
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appeared more frequently. A look at front pages of the New
York Times indicates that in the early 1920s by-lines were
used' sparingly. They generally appeared only for foreign
correspondence and, even then, with consistency only when
the correspondent wrote in the first person. By the 1930s, by-
lines were used liberally for domestic as well as foreign
corresl')ondence.s'7 The first by-lined Associated Press story

- appeared in 1925. It was explained away as a special case,

but within a few years the by-line was common in AP
stories.®

Specialization was another response. If the by-line gave the
reporter greater authority in relation to the copy desk, special-
ization could provide the reporter greater capacity to be
critical of his sources, “Truly the age of specialization is at
hand,” the Journalism Bulletin wrote in 1924. This was
premature, but there was at least a beginning to specialization
in the twenties. The Bulletin noted proposals for special
reporters on medicine, surgery, sanitation, and health, and “a
demand for automobile critics who would throw the press
agent news of the latest models into the wastebasket and write
critical articles on the new makes as they appear.”® Special-
ists in reporting on labor, science, and agriculture emerge by
the late twenties.”

An important change was the development of “interpreta-
tive reporting.” Two works of the 1930s charted its growth.
In The Changing American Newspaper, Herbert Brucker
pointed approvingly to a series of innovations in newspapers
around the country which he believed would change the face
of American journalism. One kind of change he felt to be
significant was the introduction of weekend news summaries.
The New York Sun began a Saturday review of the news in
1931; the Richmond News Leader replaced its Saturday
editorial page with an interpretive summary of the news; the
New York Times, in 1935, began its Sunday news summary
as, in a more interpretive vein, did the Washington Post; and

145




o E NE
R DISCOVERING TH ws JOURNALISM AFTER WORLD WAR I

the Associated Press began distribution of a one-page week-
end review of the news. These developments, according to
il Brucker, increased the interpretive function of the newspaper;
i & | they were responses to “the increasing complexity of the
e 1 world” in the face of which readers clamored for more
i' il “background” and more “interpretation.” Brucker felt that

In the text itself, MacDougall stated his position in a
chapter on ‘“‘giving substance” to the news. He argued that the
United States had been unprepared to understand World
War I because the wire services and newspapers had reported
only what happened, not an interpretation of why it was
happening. In 1929, the beginning of the depression also
found journalism unprepared and newspaper writers “utterly
unqualified to cope with a major news event in anything but a

the “traditional prejudice” of newspapermen against inter-
pretation arose in a simpler world:

i Did Tippecanoe and Tyler too get the nomination? Did Chicago ; factual manner.” Interpretive reporting, he held, was a major
1 'ﬁ burn? ]?’d the banl‘f“’s son sed‘uceha ‘fnllage maiden? ’f;’ resort ‘ change in American journalism, but it was not at all inconsis-
i these things meant simply to recite the facts. Anyone could under- tent with the aim of what, by the mid-thirties, was called

stand them without help from Walter Lippmann. “objectivity”

In contrast, Brucker claimed, “life is now more complex, '

X ' ! : ) ... the most successful newspaper men and women of the futur
g more highly integrated with other lives out of sight and even pap ure

will be those with wide educational backgrounds, a specialist’s

t‘ ; out”of ken, than ever before,” and this was a view widely E knowledge in one or more fields, the ability to avoid emotionalism
3 shared.™ and to remain objective, descriptive styles, the power of observation,
k | ' The best document of the change toward interpretive ﬂ and, above all, the ability to comprehend the meaning of immediate
; reporting was the successful journalism te xtbook (its recent news e:afents in relation to broader social, economic, and political
f editions are still in use) by Curtis MacDougall. It was first trends.
published in 1932 as Reporting for Beginners; when revised : The challenge of interpretive reporting to conventional
| and republished in 1938, its title was Interpretative Repori- | - Journalism could be stated more boldly and was, particularly
§;;; ing. In the 1938 edition’s “note to teachers,” MacDougall by foreign correspondents who felt the need for it most deeply
§ explained the changes he had made: and had the occupational autonomy to try it out. Raymond
g The principal difference between Reporting for Beginners and Gra.lm Swing, for twenty years a foreign correspondent for the
e Interpretative Reporting is one of point of view toward the task the - Chicago Daily News, told the American Society of Newspaper
| news gatherers of the immediate future will be asked to perform. A Editors in 1935:

clue to the writer’s present attitude is in the present volume’s title; it
is his belief that changing social conditionsgof which students of the
principal media of public opinion have become iricreasingly aware
during the past six years, are causing news gathering and dissemi-
nating agencies to change their methods of reporting and interpret-
ing the news. The trend is unmistakably in the direction of
combining the function of interpreter with that of reporter after

If European news is to be comprehensible at all it has to be
explained. If it is explained it has to be explained subjectively.
There is no getting around it, the man in Europe who is of most
value to his newspaper is the man who expresses opinions in his
writings. That goes against the ethics of the profession, but it is
absolutely essential to understand that.™

; about a half century during which journalistic ethics called for a - Against the ethics of the profession it might be, but the
é; strict differentiation between narrator and commenter.” American Society of Newspaper Editors had already, in 1933,
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supported interpretive reporting in principle by passing this
resolution:

Whereas, The procession of national and international events,
significant, complex and colorful, is moving more rapidly than at
any other period in the recent history of the world; and

Whereas, There is new evidence that men and women in every walk
of life are taking a deeper interest in public affairs,

RESOLVED, That it be the consensus of this Society that editors
should devote a larger amount of attention and space to explana-
tory and interpretative news and to presenting a background of
information which will enable the average reader more adequate-
ly to understand the movement and the significance of events.”

The Newspaper Editors advocated interpretation, and later
observers explain its rise, as a response to a world grown
suddenly very complex. The idea is that the war, the depres-
sion, and then the New Deal made political, economic, and
social affairs so complicated that they forced journalism to
emphasize “the meaning” of the news and the context of
events. This assumes that people will naturally recognize
complex happenings to be complex. It may be a safer first
approximation to say that people will generally take complex
happenings to be simple. An explanation of the rise of
interpretive reporting will have to focus on how reporters
came to believe the world was complicated.

It is fashionable in the social sciences, and has been since
the 1930s, to view a society, or even the world of nations, as
constituting a “system” in which the various parts are func-
tionally related so that an event in one place or arena will
have consequences in every other. However useful this may be
heuristically, one can still distinguish some periods as being
more “systemic” or more integrated than others. Until World
War I, and to some extent until World War II, it was possible
for Americans to think of their affairs as distinct from
European and world politics, and it was even possible for
Americans to be relatively uninterested in national politics,
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for the federal government had only remote connections to the
daily lives of most citizens. Reporter Walter Trohan recalls
that in the 1920s Washington was not the Mecca for journal-
ism it would very soon thereafter become:

In those days Washington was not the goal of reporters that it has
!:)ecome today. Nor had Washington become everyone’s city hall as it

s today. I can remember men being elected to Congress, mostly as a
reward for faithful party service. They would be given a farewell
banquet and forgotten.”

But as the United States became integrated into a world
system, particularly through the war, and as the depression
focused national attention on policy makers in Washington,

- the world was not only more “complex,” but more visibly
complex because centralized in Washington.™

Still, the perception of complexity would not necessarily
lead to an interest in interpretive journalism, unless there is
an assumption at hand that complexity is more than an
accumulation of facts. That assumption, of course, was grow-
ing in journalism. Journalists could no longer believe that
facts speak for themselves. The new view of facts was
institutionalized in an extreme form in Time magazine,

~ founded in 1923 by Henry Luce and Briton Hadden. Time’s

saucy prose inscribed in every sentence a jaunty attitude
toward facts. Luce was forthright in advocating a blend of fact
and opinion in a news magazine. “Show me a man who
thinks he’s objective,” Luce said, “and I'll show you a man
who’s deceiving himself.” Luce recommended that newspa-
pers drop their division of the editorial page from the news
and put on the front page “intelligent criticism, representation
and evaluation of the men who hold offices of public trust.””
Time did not please everyone, but it became a significant
influence on the newspapers; MacDougall recognized it as “a
worthy competitor of the daily press” and saw it as an
indica7t90r that the public was no longer satisfied with straight
news.
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What was probably the most important sign of journalism’s
adaptation to the sense of the subjectivity of facts and the
centralization of a complex world in Washington was the
invention of the syndicated political columnist. Signed col-
umns appeared as early as the 1890s in Chicago papers, but
they tended to focus on humor, literature, or local color
reporting. Even as late as the mid-twenties, general guides to
writing a newspaper column, like C. L. Edson’s The Genile
Art of Columning (1920) and Hallam W. Davis’ The Column
(1926), dealt exclusively with humorous writing.*” Columns
primarily devoted to appraising political and economic affairs
did not appear until the twenties with the work of David
Lawrence, Mark Sullivan, and Frank Kent.*! Heywood Hale
Broun’s column in the World began in 1921, while Lipp-
mann’s “Today and Tomorrow” first appeared in the Herald
Tribune in 1931. When, in 1934, Raymond Clapper, who
had served as Washington bureau chief for the United Press
and who went on to work for the Washington Post, was asked

‘to write .a daily column for the Post, his wife opposed the

move. She later wrote:

I was opposed to it because in 1934 the place of the columnist in
journalism was uncertain. It seemed to me that editorial comment
was more potent from the mouths of editors; I doubted Ray’s appeal
to the reader who wanted a glamorous personality.®

But Clapper took the job and, it turned out, the political

- column was the newspaper sensation of the thirties. By 1937,

Walter Lippmann’s column was syndicated in 155 papers,
Arthur Brisbane’s in 180, David Lawrence in 150, Frank
Kent in 125.28 When sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd
returned to “Middletown” (Muncie, Indiana) in 1935, ten
years after their original study, the major change in t'he
newspapers was clear: “The outstanding innovation in Mid-
dletown’s newspapers is the increased share of signed syndi-
cated features from Washington and New York in the news
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columns.” In 1925, only Brisbane and Lawrence had ap-
peared; in 1935, the morning paper had five political syndi-
cated columnists, the afternoon paper four others. The New
Republic observed in 1937 that “much of the influence once
attached to the editorial page has passed over to the colum-
nists.” The political column was, among other things, jour-
nalism’s most important institutional acknowledgment that
there were no longer facts, only individually constructed
interpretations.

Not all journalists could be columnists, nor were all free to
write interpretively. Daily reporters still needed to believe in
the value of their own best work in the gathering and

_presentation of facts. They needed a framework within which

they could take their own work seriously and persuade their
readers and their critics to take it seriously, too. This is what
the notion of “objectivity,” as it was elaborated in the twenties
and thirties, tried to provide.

Walter Lippmann was the most wise and forceful spokes-
man for the ideal of objectivity. In Public Opinion he ex-
plained the emotional impulse behind the quest for objectivity:
“As our minds become more deeply aware of their own
subjectivism, we find a zest in objective method that is not
otherwise there.”® Lippmann had been concerned about the
subjectivity of facts and, at the same time, hopeful about the
professionalization of journalism as early as 1919. In an essay
in the Atlantic Monthly later reprinted as Liberty and the
News (1920), Lippmann warned that “the present crisis of
western democracy is a crisis in journalism.” Could democra-
¢y survive in a world where “the manufacture of consent is an
unregulated private enterprise”? The problem of the press
went to the heart of democratic government:

... men who have lost their grip upon the relevant facts of their
environment are the inevitable victims of agitation and propaganda.
The quack, the charlatan, the jingo, and the terrorist can flourish
only where the audience is deprived of independent access to

151




DISCOVERING THE NEWS

information. But where all news comes at second-hand, where all
the testimony is uncertain, men cease to respond to truths, and
respond simply to opinions. The environment in which they act is
not the realities themselves, but the pseudo-environment of reports,
rumors, and guesses. The whole reference of thought comes to be
what somebody asserts, not what actually is.*

Lippmann believed that “science” might hold a solution:
“There is but one kind of unity possible in a world as diverse
as ours. It is unity of method, rather than of aim; the unity of
the disciplined experiment.”® In practical terms, Lippmann
suggested that this might mean legislation to make false
documentation -illegal, identification of news sources in news
stories, the creation of nonpartisan research institutes, the
establishment of an international nonpartisan news agency,
and the.professionalization of journalism—somehow it would
be necessary to upgrade the dignity of the profession and
design a training for journalists “in which the ideal of
objective testimony is cardinal.”® '
The. urge for professionalization in journalism did not
begin with Lippmann. For several decades journalists had
sought institutional means to make their occupation more
respectable. Joseph Pulitzer, for instance, endowed the Co-
lumbia School of Journalism in 1904 (although it did not
open its doors until 1913). Critics within the profession
charged that a college of journalism would establish class
distinctions in the newspaper world. Pulitzer answered that
this was exactly what it should do—establish a distinction
between the fit and the unfit: “We need a class feeling among
journalists—one based not upon money, but upon morals,
education and character.” The journalists should emulate the
lawyers and doctors and find in the solidarity of the profession
independence of moneyed interests. If there is a modestly
antipopular tone to Pulitzer’s sense of a profession, it is more
forthrightly anticommercial. The school of journalism, Pulit-
zer wrote, “is to be, in my conception, not only not commer-
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cial, but anticommercial.” Journalism should have all the
laurels of professionalism:

I wish to begin a movement that will raise journalism to the rank of
a learned profession, growing in the respect of the community as

other professions far less important to the public interest have
grown.”

What was original with Lippmann, then, was not the
interest in professionalization, but the reasons for advocating
it. Some critics, notably Upton Sinclair in The Brass Check
(1919), still saw the primary threat to honest journalism in
the vested interests of publishers and advertisers. The prob-
lem Lippmann identified was perhaps more severe. For
Lippmann, journalism did not have to be rescued from
capitalists but from itself. With Charles Merz, an associate
editor of the New York World, Lippmann wrote a celebrated
critique of the New York Times’ coverage of the Russian
Revolution. After demonstrating the antibolshevik bias of the
Times’ coverage, Lippmann and Merz concluded:

The news as a whole is dominated by the hopes of the men who
composed the news organization. . .. In the large, the news about
Russia is a case of seeing not what was, but what men wished to

see. ... The chief censor and the chief propagandist were hope and
fear in the minds of reporters and editors.”

Lippmann and Merz proposed that reporters be equipped
with a more serious education and more expert knowledge.
The reason they called for a new professionalism was that
they were aware of the subjectivity of reporting—and its
consequences.*

Lippmann and Merz made the philosophical ground of
their critique explicit in a reply to critics. They observed that
they had been criticized for simply having shown that human
nature is frail and that newspaper reporters and editors, like
the rest of us, make mistakes. They responded:

But admitting the whole indictment against human nature, what is
the moral? Is it that all is for the best in the best of all possible
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worlds, or is it that the frailty of human nature requires honest and
persistent attention? Since human beings are poor witnesses, easily
thrown off the scent, easily misled by a personal bias, profoundly
influenced by their social environment, does it not follow that a
constant testing of the news and a growing self-consciousness about
the main sources of error is a necessary part of the democratic
philosophy ?*

They concluded that “the greater the indictment against the
reliability of human witnesses, the more urgent is a constant
testing, as objectively as possible, of these results. When you
consider how profoundly dependent the modern world is upon
its news, the frailty of human nature becomes an argument
not for complacency and apology, but for eternal vigilance.”*

Lippmann’s prescription for the ills of journalism was
science. He believed that the pursuit of scientific method in
journalism would make the press not only more professional,
but more liberal and more heroic. Liberalism meant openness,
he wrote—remaining free in mind and action before changing
circumstances without being paralyzed by skepticism. The
person taking on the liberal spirit makes an effort “to remain
clear and free of his irrational, his unexamined, his unac-
knowledged prejudgments.”® For Lippmann, this was a kind
of heroism. Heroes, conventionally, impress their personal-
ities upon the world; the heroism of Lippmann’s idols lies in
their refusal to do so. In a dialogue Lippmann wrote in 1928,
he has “Socrates” say:

Have you ever stopped to think what it means when a man acquires
the scientific spirit? It means that he is ready to let things be what
they may be, whether or not he wants them to be that way. It means
that he has conquered his desire to have the world justify his
prejudices. It means that he has learned to live without the support
of any creed. . . . There are not many men of this sort in any age.”

The “acids of modernity” had worn away the rock of religion,
Lippmann wrote in 4 Preface to Morals (1929). But pure
science was the modern incarnation of higher religion’s best
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teachings. Virtue, as Lippmann defined it, is the capacity to
respond to larger situations and longer stretches of time
regardless of immediate pleasure or displeasure; it is the
refusal to credit one’s own tastes and desires as the basis for
understanding the world. Detachment, disinterestedness, ma-
turity: these are the marks of morality, and they are best
exemplified in “the habit of disinterested realism” of the

* scientist.”

Lippmann’s writings provide the most sophisticated ration-
ale for objectivity as an ideal in journalism. One cannot infer
from his work that daily reporters, even if they express
allegiance to the ideal of objectivity, meant by it what
Lippmann meant. It is quite likely that often their concept of
“objectivity” was simply the application of a new label to the
naive empiricism which reporters of the 1890s had called
“realism.” Still, even with journalists less philosophical than
Lippmann, there was an important change. In the 1890s
reporters rarely doubted the possibility of writing realistically;
in the 1930s even journalists committed to objectivity ac-
knowledged that objective reporting was ultimately a goal
beyond reach—the perils of subjectivity were well recognized.
When Leo C. Rosten interviewed Washington correspondents
for a doctoral dissertation in 1935-1936, he took “objectivity”

to be a familiar term, and he used it in his schedule of

questions. For instance; he asked reporters to respond to the
following statement:

It is almost impossible to be objective. You read your paper, notice
its editorials, get praised for some stories and criticized for others.

You “sense policy” and are psychologically driven to slant your
stories accordingly.

Forty-two reporters agreed with that statement, twenty-four
disagreed, and four felt uncertain.”® Both Rosten’s question
and the response are of interest. The question indicates that
objectivity was understood as an ideal counter to the reality of
the reporter’s own subjectivity, although here that subjectivity
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is taken to be most influenced by editorial suggestion, not
personal predisposition. The response is evidence that, at least
among the journalistic elite of Washington cqrrespondents,
there was great skepticism that the ideal of objectivity was, or
perhaps even could be, realized. Rosten himself argued that
“ ‘Objectivity’ in journalism is no more possible than objectiv-
ity in dreams.” He wrote:

Since absolute objectivity in journalism is an impossibility, the social
heritage, the “professional reflexes,” the individual temperament,
and the economic status of reporters assume a fundamental
significance.”

B

By the mid-thirties, the term “objectivity,” unknown in
journalism before World War I, appears to have been com-
mon parlance. It was a term hurled back and forth in staff
debates at Time and Fortune in the thirties.'” It made a
significant appearance before the United States Supreme
Court in 1937, when Morris Ernst represented the American
Newspaper Guild as a friend of the court in the Associated

" Press v. National Labor Relations Board. The N.L.R.B.
determined that the Associated Press had fired a reporter for
his loyalty to the Newspaper Guild, while the AP claimed
that it dismissed him for writing biased prolabor news. Ernst
commented:

. . . the Constitution does not guarantee objectivity of the press, nor
is objectivity obtainable in a subjective world; and that the ques-

tion . . . really raised is not whether news shall be unprejudiced but
rather whose prejudices shall color the news.'”

The Guild had been organized in 1933 as a union for the
editorial personnel on newspapers and other publications.
When, in 1937, the Guild endorsed a series of political
resolutions, it encountered substantial dissent in its own
membership, and Guild member Walter Lippmann resigned
over the issue. But it was the existence of the Guild as a
militant union, not its political stands, which impelled pub-
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lishers to oppose it and to use the cry of “objectivity” as a
weapon. In 1937, the American Newspaper Publishers Asso-
ciation, the American Society of Newspaper Editors, and nine
other publishers’ groups jointly met “to discuss the closed
shop as a matter of journalistic and public principle, not as an
economic issue.” Yet their concern seemed clearly to be
thwarting union power:

This vital service of the press [“uncolored presentation of the news”]
to the public can be performed properly only when those who are
responsible for the publication are free to choose the persons whom
they deem best qualified to report and edit the news.!®

The, Guild’s political stands gave the publishers more ammu-
nition. They declared that they would not turn over the news
to “any group already committed as an organization on highly
controversial public questions.” They claimed to speak for the
highest ideals of journalism:

We do not deny that causes require champions, and that progress
springs from the genius of advocates. Equally important to society,
however, are those who report the controversial scene. It is the
newspaperman’s job to do that, not as a partisan but as an objective
observer.'®

While the publishers used the ideal of objectivity in criti-
cism of the Guild, there is no reason to suppose publishers
responsible for its development. They appealed to a standard
whose independent authority had already been established.

While objectivity, by the 1930s, was an articulate profes-
sional value in journalism, it was one that seemed to disinte-
grate as soon as it was formulated. It became an ideal in
journalism, after all, precisely when the impossibility of
overcoming subjectivity in presenting the news was widely
accepted and, I have argued, precisely because subjectivity had
come to be regarded as inevitable. From the beginning, then,
criticism of the “myth” of objectivity has accompanied its
enunciation. Objectivity in journalism seems to have been
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destined to be as much a scapegoat as a belief and more an
awkward defense than a forthright affirmation. The belief in
objectivity is less central to American journalism than the
ground in which it took root. That ground, on which both
advocates and opponents of “objectivity” in journalism stand,
is relativism, a belief in the arbitrariness of values, a sense of
the “hollow silence” of modernity, to which the ideal of
objectivity has been one response.

If we take as a working hypothesis the proposition that the
history of ideas is a history of concepts identifying social con-
ditions which have become problematic, then we can see the
cultural currents of the 1920s and 1930s as a response to the
crisis of the democratic market society. While democracy and
the market continued to expand formally, the extension of the
franchise and of capital ownership paradoxically seemed to
separate people from power more than ever. Faith in democ-
racy and in the market was shaken. With the questioning of
these central institutions, there was also questioning of the
implicit vision that independent individuals voting in a de-
mocracy would produce the right decision, and that indepen-
dent individuals uncovering facts in a random fashion would
reveal truth. The vision faded. The systems did not work. The
independent individuals who were supposed to be the compo-
nents of the system did not exist. Corporations, not individ-
uals, controlled supply and demand; machines, not voters,
controlled elections; powerful publishers and the needs of
mass entertainment, not the pursuit of truth, governed the
press. ‘

That, at least, was the early perception, thé view of the
Progressive era. By the 1920s disenchantment was more
thorough. Corporate power had replaced enterprise in the
economy; indeed, even the vestiges of a vision of nineteenth-
century capitalism were hard to find. Owners did not control
what they owned—expert managers did, while citizens took
part in the economy as consumers to be manipulated. In
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politics, where machines were beaten, they were replaced
with political organizations more abstract, formal, and re-
mote. Moreover, in politics and in business, liberal thinkers
were coming to believe that this was the only way things could
possibly work; liberal democrats became liberal elitists. One
had to destroy democracy and the market, perhaps—or watch
them destroy themselves—to save them.

The Progressive perception of American society was critical
and troubled but hopeful; the postwar view was less critical,
more accommodated, because it was also much less hopeful.
People who had once taken progress for granted began to
doubt it. There was a deep loss of confidence. Yet even that
gave rise to new visions and new plans. The ideal of objectiv-
ity in journalism, like related ideals in law and the social
sciences at the same time, was founded on a confidence that
the loss of faith was irretrievable. This was a peculiar and
unsteady dialectic, one for which Karl Marx may have found
the appropriate metaphor in The German Ideology:

If in all ideology men and their circumstances appear upside‘down
as in a camera obscura, this phenomenon arises just as much from
their historical life-process as the inversion of objects on the retina
does from their physical life-process.

Journalists came to believe in objectivity, to the extent that
they did, because they wanted to, needed to, were forced by
ordinary human aspiration to seek escape from their own
deep convictions of doubt and drift. Ours is an age, Thomas
Mann wrote, which affords no satisfying answer to the
question of “why?” or “to what end?”. That is not a
pronouncement one can stare at for very long without blink-
ing. Surely, objectivity as an ideal has been used and is still
used, even disingenuously, as a camouflage for power. But its
source lies deeper, in a need to cover over neither authority
nor privilege, but the disappointment in the modern gaze.
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CHAPTER 5

OBJECTIVITY,
NEWS MANAGEMENT, AND
THE CRITICAL CULTURE

-
IN THE 1960s “objectivity” became a term of abuse. In the
thirties, critics who had attacked objectivity favored interpre-
tive reporting as a way of maintaining professional standing
in a world which had outgrown the blunt approach of “just
getting the facts.” But, in the sixties, the goal of professional-
ism itself had become suspect. Critics claimed that urban
planning created slums, that schools made people stupid, that
medicine caused disease, that psychiatry invented mental
illness, and that the courts promoted injustice. Intellectuals,
no longer seen as the source of dispassionate counsel, were
dubbed the “new mandarins,” while government policy mak-
ers were called “the best and the brightest” in a tone of most
untender irony. And objectivity in journalism, regarded as an
antidote to bias, came to be looked upon as the most insidious
bias of all. For “objective” reporting reproduced a vision of
social reality which refused to examine the basic structures of
power and privilege. It was not just incomplete, as critics of
the thirties had contended, it was distorted. It represented
collusion with institutions whose legitimacy was in dispute.
And there was an intense moral urgency in this view. By the
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late sixties, many found Walter Cronkite’s nightly assurance
that “that’s the way it is” too smug and preferred the
challenge to “tell it like it is”—as if the reality to be reported
was too wild to be tamed by grammar.

“Objectivity is a myth,” announced reporter Kerry Gruson
of the Raleigh Observer, and many young journalists shared
her {Iiew. Sydney Gruson, her father and the assistant to the
publisher at the New York Times, claimed; in contrast:
“Maybe I'm old-fashioned but I feel very strongly about the
purity of the news columns. Pure objectivity might not exist,
but you have to strive for it anyway.” The remarks of the
Grusons were brought together by Stanford Sesser in the
Wall Street Journal in the fall of 1969. Sesser was reporting
on antiwar activism among journalists. Sydney Gruson had
turned down the request of 308 employees at the Times to use
the company’s auditorium for discussion during the October
15 moratorium against the war in Vietnam. Kerry Gruson
believed her father’s decision was wrong. She herself wore a
black armband while covering stories on October 15.!

The Journal article was a set piece for the conflict of
generations as it was seen in American journalism in the late
sixties—a conflict between the old defending objectivity and
the young attacking it, between those who had fought in
World War II and those born to the affluence and anxiety of
the cold war, between those reluctant to abandon support of
American policy in Vietnam and those angry at it, between
the institutional responsibilities of powerful newspapers and
the individual bravado of young reporters. Not least, the
Journal story was itself a part of the set: in the sixties, as
never before, news writing was itself a topic for news
coverage.

We have seen a conflict of generations in journalism before.
Editors in the 1890s trained reporters to keep their opinions
out of their stories, and young reporters rebelled at this
discipline. Editors and reporters perennially have different
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tasks at hand, different interests to protect, and different
ambitions to serve; younger journalists and older journalists
are at different points in their careers and have different
concerns. That these differences should yield correspondingly
different attitudes toward reporting the news is not
surprising.

But in the past, the resentment of young reporters against
editors was' occasioned only by a conflict of interests on the
job. It was not connected to broader political currents, and it
did not express itself in a political idiom. In the sixties,
however, the generational rebellion was part of a general
cultural crisis. Young reporters still wanted to express their
passion and personal style in print, but the rebellion at the
conventions of “straight news” emerged more as a serious
political challenge than as an adolescent stage in the passage
to professionalism. Young reporters not only called for a more
active journalism, a “participant” journalism skeptical of
official accounts of public affairs; they also claimed pointedly
that journalism had long been too participant. “Straight
news” was not only drab and constricting—it was in itself a
form of participation, a complicity with official sources whose
most alarming feature was that it so self-righteously claimed
to be above partisan or political considerations. '

In the sixties, one might still criticize a newspaper for
following the bent of its publisher or the intentional biases of
its editorial staff. And much of this criticism was deserved.
But the most original critics of the past decade have stressed,
instead, that journalists were “political” unwittingly or even
unwillingly. Their political impact lay not in what they
openly advocated but in the unexamined assumptions on
which they based their professional practice and, most of all,
in their conformity to the conventions of objective reporting.
In this view, objectivity was not an ideal but a mystification.
The slant of journalism lay not in explicit bias but in the
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social structure of news gathering which reinforced official
viewpoints of social reality. Correspondingly, newspapers in
the past decade—especially those most prestigious, most pow-
erful, and with most resources to devote to news gathering—
have sought autonomy from official views and promoted what
Max Frankel of the New York Times called “an exploded
concept of what is news.”? There is more interpretive report-
ing or “news analysis,” more investigative or “enterprise”
journalism, and more tolerance for new varieties of feature
writing. But why at this time should criticism of conventional
news gathering have been so pointed, and why should new

ideas and new institutions in journalism have found as much

support as they have?

I will suggest in this chapter that two conditions made a
new criticism of journalism possible and popular and so made
changes in newspaper content seem desirable. First, there was
increasing government management of the news and a grow-
ing awareness of it. It has been said too often and too glibly
that all governments lie and that all presidents back to George
Washington have tried to mislead the press and con the
public.® The modicum of truth in such assertions obscures the
fact that management of information has been an organized,
funded, and staffed function of government for just sixty
years. Indeed, only since World War II has the importance
and relative isolation of a national security establishment and
an “imperial presidency” made government news policy,
especially on matters of foreign policy, the symbolic center of
the relationship between the government and the press.

The second basis for new developrnents in journalism was
the emergence, in the 1960s, of an “adversary culture.” The

-adversary, or critical, culture denied to government a level of

trust it had come to expect and provided an audience for a
more aggressive and more skeptical journalism. The collision
in the late sixties between news management and the adver-
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sary culture over the Vietnam war changed journalism in
significant and, I think, lasting ways, which the final section
of this chapter will consider.

Government and the Press: "News Management'

The Paris Peace Conference of 1919 symbolized the modern
relationship between government and the press. It undercut
the self-image of the press as a key actor in decision making at
exactly the moment the press was most enchanted with its
own powers. Wars are good for journalists as for generals.
After the war, however, editors and reporters found them-
selves not partners to government, but instruments of govern-
ment. They were valued—and feared—not for their capacity
to represent public opinion, but for their power to control it.

Ray Stannard Baker, onetime muckraker who was Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson’s aide in Paris running the American
Press Bureau, expressed the high hopes of the fourth estate:

One fact stands out at the Paris Peace Conference as distinctive and
determining;: the fact that the people of the world, publics, were
there represented and organised as never before at any peace
conference. At the older congresses, the diplomats occupied -the
entire stage, bargained, arranged, and secretly agreed; but at Paris
democracy, like the blind god in Dunsany’s play, itself comes
lumbering 'roughly, powerfully, out upon the stage.*

When Baker said “publics” and “democracy,” he meant
reporters from the newspapers and wire services. It was
typical of liberal thought of the 1920s that the press was taken
to be the very incarnation of democratic government. Press
coverage of the Peace Conference, in Baker’s view, was to
open a new epoch in world diplomacy. From that moment on,
national policy would have to be formulated in the presence of
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public opinion and with the need for public assent in view.

Baker himself was disappointed, then, that the negotiations
at Paris turned out to be shrouded in secrecy. He knew that
Wilson’s promise of “open covenants of peace openly arrived
at” meant only, as Wilson explained, “that no secret agree-
ments should be entered into” and not that “there should be
no private discussions of delicate matters.””® Baker did not
object to governments keeping some of their meetings confi-
dential from the news-reading public, but he did criticize
Wilson for keeping them secret from the press. “It had been
proved over and over again,” he asserted, “that no group of
men can be more fully trusted to keep a confidence or use it
wisely than a group of experienced newspaper correspon-
dents—if they are honestly informed and trusted in the first
place.”

Paris did not mark a new era in open diplomacy as
decisively as Baker had hoped, but it did announce a new
relationship between the press and the government in a way
he had not anticipated, for it made publicity itself a key
political issue. For the first time in the history of American
foreign policy, political debate at home concerned not only the
substance of decisions the government made but also the ways
in which the government made decisions. Foreign policy
began to be domesticated; the legitimacy of procedure, as well
as the effectiveness of outcome, became an issue. In the first
week of the Peace Conference, American correspondents
wrote in protest to Wilson regarding rules of secrecy the peace
commissioners had adopted, and Joseph Tumulty in Wash-
ington warned the President of the distrust his adherence to

“secrecy would engender. Five months later there was conflict

over public release of the treaty draft, and the Senate passed a
resolution calling on Wilson to transmit the draft to the
Senate. From beginning to end, publicity was a political issue
of the first importance.”

This peacetime resort to managing the news was a miles-
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tone in the relations of government and the press. Just a few
years before, in 1913, the Congress had forbidden government
agencies to hire public relations personnel. Even the govern-
ment’s investment in publicity with the Committee on Public
Information was viewed as exceptional, a wartime emergency,
and the Committee was dismantled when the fighting
stopped. But at the Paris Peace Conference the government
“controlled” the news in an organized, self-conscious fashion.
This dramatized, as nothing before could have, that govern-
ment management of news would be a permanent condition of
modern society.

As government public relations expanded in the twenties
and thirties, critics of Roosevelt and the New Deal attacked
the government’s growing involvement in publicity. Handout,
a book published pseudonymously in 1935 by two Washing-
ton journalists, assaulted Roosevelt’s “system of censorship
and propaganda.”® The charges were overblown and under-
documented, but Elmer Davis, in a New York Times review,
still wrote:

The one valid point is this: that the Roosevelt administration,
imitating big business in the boom years, has set up in every
department a press bureau through which the news is channeled
instead of permitting newspaper men to talk directly to subordinate
officials. . . . This was not wholly unknown in Washington before
1933; but the present administration has enormously extended the
practice and it has undoubtedly made it harder for newspaper men
to get at the truth.’

Davis’ aﬁparent unhappiness with Roosevelt’s press rela-
tions was common coin in the world of journalism—a grudg-
ing acceptance of government publicity. But acceptance it
was. Publishers opposed Roosevelt, but reporters felt them-
selves well treated by him, and the Washington press corps
was favorably disposed to both Roosevelt and his policies. It
was left to a critic of Roosevelt, Henry Luce, the publisher of
Time, Life, and Fortune, to suggest that the new relationship
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between the government and the press raised questions of far-
reaching significance for freedom of the press. In 1942, Luce
suggested to Robert M. Hutchins, Chancellor of the Universi-
ty of Chicago, that he undertake a study of freedom of the.
press. When the Commission on Freedom of the Press was
established in 1944, Luce told Editor and Publisher that the
meaning of “freedom of the press” was no longer self-evident.
Luce’s main concern was that “big government” controlled
the news through its publicity acitivities, not so much by
censoring the news as by flooding the press with information.
Could a press dominated by the public relations efforts of big
‘government still be considered a free press? Luce hoped the
Commission - would explore the question.’

But the Commission did not do so. Its general statement, 4
Free and Responsible Press, did not deal with the question at
all. Its Government and Mass Communications, a two-volume
study written by Zechariah Chafee, devoted seven hundred
pages to the use of government powers to suppress communi-
cation or to encourage it, but less than seventy pages to the
topic of the government itself as a party to communications.
Even here, Chafee focused as often on government’s direct
communication to the citizenry, especially through films, as
on communication to the people through the press. Nowhere
did the Commission discuss the ways in which, day to day, the
social reality represented in the newspaper is constructed and
reconstructed through the interaction of journalists and public
officials.

The bizarre case of Senator Joseph McCarthy made the
relations of reporters and officials a center of attention in
journalism. According to many of the Senator’s critics at the
time and later, McCarthy made his brief and tawdry political
career by a shrewd manipulation of the reporters’ reliance on
public officials for news and on the norms of objectivity as a
guide to news writing. Douglass Cater, for instance, criticized
“frozen patterns” of the press coverage of McCarthy, which
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gave McCarthy more coverage than he merited. One of these
“frozen patterns” was the distinction between straight report-
ing and interpretive reporting. While the interpretive reporter
seeks the background to a story, uncovers motives for actions,
and tracks down side issues, the straight reporter passively
accepts the public record. Straight news was the stock in trade
of the wire services and most reporters; interpretive reporting
was the work of a “privileged few.” Cater observed that there
was good interpretive reporting on McCarthy but that it was
rarely picked up and reprinted, since it was regarded not as
hard news but as “the writer’s private property.” The straight
reporters provided most of the country with its news about
McCarthy, writing up McCarthy’s lies and accusations with-
out commenting on whether or not his charges were true. The
straight reporter, Cater concluded, is a “strait-jacketed
reporter.”!!

Most observers agreed with this assessment. Richard Ro-
vere, who covered McCarthy for the New Yorker, later wrote
of McCarthy’s mastery of publicity, his skill in manipulating
reporters “like Pavlov’s dogs.” Reporters were angry that the
conventions of their work required them to publish “news”
they knew to be false, but they did not abandon the conven-
tions, and, indeed, Rovere concluded tha{ the press had done
well to stand by its traditions:

... I suspect there is no surer way to a corrupt and worthless press
than to authorize reporters to tell the readers which “facts” are
really “facts” and which are not. Certainly in those countries where

this is the practice, the press serves the public less well than ours
does.* '

The McCarthy phenomenon caused a tremor in the press
but did not unsettle established patterns in reporting. Indeed,
the great and growing concern in the 1950s and 1960s was
not with the legacy of a demagogic senator but with the
increasingly centralized management of the news in the
executive branch. Here, while there was no question of
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demagoguery, there was still a sense of menace in the rapid
rise, after 1945, of the “national security state.” The national
security state, as Daniel Yergin has defined it, is a “unified
pattern of attitudes, policies, and institutions” designed to
prepare the nation for permanent international conflict, the
cold war.” Yergin focuses on the national security state as a
“Commanding Idea,” more a doctrine than a set of institu-
tions. But it is, of course, both. Over the past thirty years, the
doctrine of preparedness against an external (and sometimes
internal) communist threat has promoted and in turn been
reinforced by several powerful institutions. These include the
military, and the industrial and scientific clients increasingly

" dependent on it; the intelligence agencies, without precedent

before World War II, as important in enacting foreign policy
as in providing information for policy makers; and the presi-
dency itself, never before as overwhelming a force, as autono-
mous of Congress, or as “imperial” in scope and ambition.
Not only was foreign policy more centrally organized than
ever before in the executive branch of government, but it was
more centrally located in national affairs. The United States
was finally fully and willingly the world’s premier power.
There was little tolerance for postwar isolationism; foreign
affairs had assumed a salience that the appearance of peace

- could not turn aside. Thus, at the very time the public and the

press had growing reason to be interested in foreign policy,
the new institutions of national security frustrated efforts to
understand it. The American government, long noted for its
openness in comparison to the governments of Europe, re-
moved control of foreign policy to the agencies most remote
from public observation. There was agreement on the good
sense of this. The press, like the Congress, sympathized with
cold war ideology and rarely questioned the presuppositions
of national security doctrine. But again, like the Congress, the
press wanted to get into the game and was not content on the
sidelines of power.
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In 1955, James Reston, testifying before a congressional
committee on government information, coined the term “news
management.”** Many found the term suitable for the Eisen-
hower administration’s handling of the press. When Eisen-
hower was in a Denver hospital recovering from coronary

thrombosis, members of his cabinet flew to Denver ostensibly

to consult with him. In fact, they were in Denver only to
present to the public the misinformation that the president
was still able to perform the duties of office. The press knew
of the deception but did not report it. Russell Baker observed:

Because the tradition of the American newspaper compels it to
report with straight face whatever is said by anyone in high office, it
was unable to suggest any element of charade in the parade of
Cabinet officers to Denver. And so, in a sense, the press was seduced
by its own morality.'®

The master of news management under Eisenhower was
press secretary James Hagerty. In a portrait for Esquire in
1959, Joseph Kraft wrote of “the dangerous precedent of
. James Hagerty.” He described Hagerty’s bag of tricks for
getting the administration reported in the most favorable
light, such as announcing successful missile tests at the White
House and failures at the proving grounds. Kraft seemed to
find this menacing but could not say just why.!* Hagerty
“managed” the news—and Kraft used the still novel term in
quotes—but Kraft, while finding this unsavory, had no lan-
guage in which to pronounce it wrong. There was ressenti-
ment here, but no rebellion.

Another addition to the lexicon of journalism came in 1961
when the historian Daniel Boorstin suggested the term “pseu-
do-event” to refer to happenings that are planned “for the
immediate purpose of being reported or reproduced.” Thus a
train accident is a real event, but an interview is a pseudo-
event. A pseudo-event, Boorstin explained, might be intended
to persuade, but its logic was quite different from that of
propaganda: ’
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Pseudo-events appeal to our duty to be educated, propaganda
appeals to our desire to be aroused. While propaganda substitutes
opinions for facts, pseudo-events are synthetic facts which move
people indirectly, by providing the “factual” basis on which they are
supposed to make up their minds. Propaganda moves them directly
by explicitly making judgments for them."

In ‘t,he United States, as we have seen, pseudo-events can be
traced to the late nineteenth century and the “journalism that
acts” of Hearst and Pulitzer. But for Boorstin the public
relations work of Edward Bernays was the archetype of
pseudo-events. He suggested that it is only since the early
twentieth century that “a larger and larger proportion of our

-experience, of what we read and see and hear, has come to

consist of pseudo-events.”

Journalists complained, but they did not challenge the
routines of government news management and the creation of
pseudo-events. Concern about these issues was episodic, not
cumulative, and produced no institutionalized responses. In
the 1960s, however, something changed, not all at once and by
no means altogether. But some journalists were shocked by
the government’s lies about the U-2 flights over the Soviet
Union in 1960; some were troubled by the tortured acquies-
cence of thé New York Times to the Kennedy administration
in soft-pedaling coverage of the impending invasion of the
Bay of Pigs in 1961; and many reporters and editors were
appalled at the statements of Arthur Sylvester, spokesman for
the Pentagon under Kennedy (and later Johnson) who de-
fended news management in the Cuban missile crisis of 1962.
In a news briefing on October 30, 1962, Sylvester argued that
“In the kind of world we live in, the generation of news by
actions taken by the government becomes one weapon in a
strained situation. The results justify the methods we used.”**
A month later, speaking to the New York chapter of Sigma
Delta Chi, the honorary fraternity in journalism, he put it
even more strongly: “I think the inherent right of the govern-
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ment to lie—to lie to save itself when faced with nuclear
disaster—is basic, basic.”*

The fourth estate was outraged.? But why? The press itself
was used to—if not lying—at least cooperating in not telling
the truth to serve the national interest. In 1956 American
newspapers refused a Chinese government invitation to send
correspondents to China because, as New York Times editor
Clifton Daniel recalled, “We did not want to embarrass our
government.”® Editors and reporters at the Washington Post
and other papers knew about aerial spying over the Soviet
Union well before the U-2 incident, but, in the interests of
national security as they understood it, they chose to write
nothing.”® The Times sat for weeks on a story on “Project
Argus,” a government program involving the detonation of
nuclear devices in outer space, before the testing actually
began. The Times finally published it only after the tests were
completed and it seemed as if Newsweek would publish first.
In 1961, editors of the Miam: Herald asked reporter David
. Kraslow to clear his story on the training of Cuban exile
forces in Florida with C.L.A. chief Allen Dulles. Kraslow’s
story was never published.” The cooperation of the New York
Times with the Kennedy administration in playing down the
story of the forthcoming Bay of Pigs invasion is well known.”
Why, then, if the press was used to acting on its own and in
cooperation with government officials to suppress or shade the
news, should Sylvester’s declaration of a government right to
lie have been so offensive?

In part, the answer is simply that Sylvester’s statement
threatened the role of the press as the “fourth branch of
government.””” News management in itself was not disquiet-
ing—news management, after all, is the daily business of the
press, and reporters have long published much less than they
know about politics and public life.®® Government news
management is what the press resisted. For the press to
cooperate with government in keeping news from the public
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was one thing; for the government to keep information from
the press was something else.

What made Sylvester’s comment even more troubling was
that it crossed a thin moral line the press felt an obligation to
patrol. It was perhaps bad for the government to keep
information from the press by dodging; it was certainly bad
for the government to lie outright; but it was worse still for
the government to announce its “right” to lie. There was at
least this virtue to hypocrisy when the government lied while
claiming to be truthful: that if the press discovered the lie, it
could embarrass the government. The Sylvester statement

_ Placed the government beyond embarrassment.

) In the middle and late 1960s, reporters began to suspect
that Sylvester’s crude philosophy had actually become every-
day government practice. Most of all, it was Vietnam that
drained the reservoir of trust between the government and the
press. “The fruits of Sylvesterism in Vietnam are public
knowledge,” wrote Staughton Lynd and Tom Hayden.? This
was so. Even a man who served as public information officer
for the American Mission in Saigon in 1962 and 1963, John
Mecklin, acknowledged in Mission in Torment (1965) that
while he did not believe any responsible American official in
Saigon ever told a newsman “a really big falsehood,” it was
nonetheless true that “there were endless little ones.”® Meck-
lin held that the American Mission was in a particularly
difficult position for dealing with the press. For one thing, the
American officials were themselves misled; they placed too
much faith in the Diem government and retailed the bad
information they got from Diem. Further, the American
position was unusually delicate because American support for
Vietnam had never been popular, because the American
intervention in Vietnam in 1961 clearly violated the Geneva
Agreement of 1954, and because—especially after the Bay of
Pigs—there was fear of feeding anti-imperialist anti-Ameri-
can propaganda. Finally, Mecklin observed, the American
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efforts to deal with the press were hobbled by the attitude of
the Diem regime which “reacted to newsmen as though they
were a foreign substance in the bloodstream, in uncontrollable
convulsions.” All this made American officials wary of
reporters, at best, and sometimes openly hostile, well before
there was any sentiment in the press against American
involvement in Vietnam. What was distinctive, at first, was
not the performance of the press but the attitude of the
government.* In this setting, reporters simply pursuing their
conventional duties were bound to run afoul of the
government.

An instance that attracted great attention was the visit of
New York Times’ correspondent Harrison Salisbury to Hanoi
in December, 1966. For Salisbury, going to Hanoi meant
another “first”: he had been the first American journalist to
visit post-Stalin Siberia and central Asia and the first to visit
Albania after World War II. But it was not merely another
“frst.” For one thing, the only other prominent visitors from
the United States to Hanoi in the mid-sixties were antiwar
activists. Herbert Aptheker, Thomas Hayden, and Staughton
Lynd were in Hanoi, for example, in a well-publicized visit a
year before Salisbury. For another, Salisbury’s reports from
Hanoi, unlike his writings from Siberia or Albania, were not
only about Hanoi but about the United States; they were not
delivered to an untutored public but to one that had been
regularly informed about North Vietnam by the American
government. And Salisbury’s stories, at the very least, cast

doubt on the veracity of the government’s statements. The

Defense Department had insisted repeatedly that the bombing
of North Vietnam involved military targets. Salisbury wrote
that civilian targets had been badly damaged by bombing:

Whatever the explanation, one can see that United States planes are
dropping an enormous weight of explosives on purely civilian
targets. Whatever else there may be or might have been in Nam-
dinh, it is the civilians who have taken the punishment.
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If that was not clear enough, Salisbury went further:

President Johnson’s announced policy that American targets in
North Vietnam are steel and concrete rather than human lives
seems to have little connection with the reality of attacks carried out
by U.S. planes.”

Salisbury’s reports were disputed by the government and,
indeed, Salisbury did not escape censure in the Washington
Post and the Washington Star as a tool of Hanoi’s propagan-
da. Still, his reporting altered what he called “the pattern of
acceptability” in what could be legitimately regarded as news.
Within a year, the wire services could quote “intelligence
sources” that the bombing of the North damaged civilian
structures.®

In the 1960s every journalistic feat that evaded news
management called attention to news management. More
than ever before, the continuing story in the press was the
story of the press itself in its efforts to gather news. The
power of Salisbury’s reporting was as much in its revelation
of the lies of the American government as in its description of
the sufferings of the Vietnamese people. The content of the
Pentagon papers was shocking enough, but the Nixon admin-
istrati9n’s efforts to suppress their publication were just as
devastating. The events leading up to the break-in of Demo-
cratic National Committee headquarters at Watergate were
appalling, but the attempted “cover-up” was more frighten-
ing still.

When Walter Lippmann wrote Public Opinion in 1922, he
argued that the function of news is to “signalize an event,”
while the function of truth is to “bring to light the hidden
facts and set them into relation with each other.” ¥ Only
where social conditions take recognizable and measurable
shape, he wrote, do truth and news coincide. Lippmann felt
the newspapers had no special access to truth—their responsi-
bility was to print news, and they would be able to print
better news only if government and independent agencies of

175



DISCOVERING THE NEWS

intelligence could provide them with more reliable data. But
from the twenties on, it became more and more clear that this
is too narrow a view of what news should be, especially if
“credibility” of the government and “independent agencies” is
in doubt. If events are spontaneous, random occurrences, if
they are a relatively unbiased sampling of the “hidden facts,”
then a newspaper could be content to report the news and feel
it had done an important job responsibly. But if events
themselves are constructed, and constructed by the individuals
and institutions with the greatest wealth and power in society,
then reporting the news is not just an incomplete approach to
the truth but a distorted one. With the rise of public relations
in the 1920s, with the growing awareness of government that
it can serve itself better by managing the news, and with the
growing consciousness in the press that it has to contend with
the manipulation of news on a grand scale, it grew more
difficult for the conscientious journalist to be satisfied that
getting the news is sufficient. With Washington and foreign
policy more and more the symbolic center of public affairs,
Washington and foreign correspondence provided the most
prestigious work in journalism, and the frustrations of report-
ing foreign policy moved to the core of journalism’s sense of
itself. '

The Rise of a Critical Culture

The term “adversary culture” was used by Lionel Trilling in
1965 to describe “the subversive intention” that distinguishes
modern writing. From the late eighteenth century on, accord-
ing to Trilling, literature in the West has had the “clear
purpose of detaching the reader from the habits of thought
and feeling that the larger culture imposes, of giving him a
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ground and a vantage point from which to judge and con-
demn, and perhaps revise, the culture that produced him.” %
This impulse in literature reached its height in the early
twentieth century. The change since then has been one of
scale: since the 1930s, large numbers of people have come to

. take the idea of the adversary culture for granted.

. This account of adversary culture bears on the political and
cultural ferment of the 1960s. Trilling’s emphasis on size is
important: after World War II, enrollment in higher educa-

tion grew tremendously; by the late fifties, after the shock of

Sputnik, educational excellence became a social goal of high
priority; by the early sixties, the college professor had attained
a status and a salary unknown to previous generations of
scholars. When the children of the postwar baby boom
entered colleges in the middle sixties, more people were being
offered “a ground and a vantage point from which to judge
and condemn, and perhaps revise” than ever before.

The acceptability of that vantage point was made possible
by a development of central importance: the intensity of the
cold war declined after the Cuban missile crisis.”” The signing
of the nuclear test ban treaty in the summer of 1963 enabled
people who had been holding their breath for twenty years to
sigh. The flagging cold war provided the space for criticism to
appear and find an audience, and the time to form institutions
of its own. The national concussion of the assassinations of
John Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert Kenne-
dy made criticism seem not only possible but vital. An
understandable world was coming apart at the “seems”—
appearances could not be trusted. The assassinations made no

.sense. Symbols of security against a communist threat—the

C.I.LA. and the F.B.I.—increasingly seemed a menace them-
selves. They were a source of anxiety and insecurity, not only
for radical students, but for moderate legislators. Even Presi-
dent, Lyndon Johnson was persuaded that the C.I.A. was
implicated in John Kennedy’s murder. Even the American
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flag changed its meaning and became more a partisan than a
national symbol.

Younger people, whose antipathy to communism had been
inherited, not earned, could question their feelings or turn
away from them. And they found, as they began to criticize
the government and especially the institutions of foreign
policy, that they had a responsive audience. It was a reading
audience. It was a college audience. The first widely noted
dissent to the war in Vietnam surfaced in the teach-ins
sponsored by students and faculty at colleges and universities.
But distrust of government was by no means confined to the
young and educated. Distrust grew dramatically in all groups
during the sixties. In 1958, 24 percent of the population felt
“you cannot trust the government to do right,” while 57
percent- felt that way in 1973; in 1958, 18 percent felt
government was run for the benefit of the few, while 67
percent felt that way in 1973.% At the same time that voters
became more attentive to politics, participated more in politi-
cal campaigns, and developed more consistent or sophisticated
views on political issues, there was a marked decline in
identification with political parties. This was especially true
among younger voters. As political scientist Norman Nie and
his collaborators have pointed out, the new voters who joined
the electorate in the 1960s were less tied to party than the new
voters of any earlier period: 53 percent of voters aged twenty-
one to twenty-five, in 1974, called themselves “independents,”
compared to just 25 percent of the comparable group in
1952.% And the key political issues of the 1960s, rather than
encouraging these new voters to identify with parties, weak-
ened their commitment to conventional parties and conven-
tional politics. In Nie’s view, racial conflict, Vietnam, and
Watergate led the public away from parties and made the
public antagonistic to the political system.*

Thus, while a culture of criticism was finding more leaders
and more followers in higher education in the 1960s, there
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was also an apparently long-term trend toward greater politi-
cal sophistication and critical scrutiny of government on the
part of a substantial portion of the population. Higher
education does not of itself promote dissidence—certainly it
did not do so in the fifties. Why, then, did distrust of
government grow in the sixties? The students of public
o‘pinion polls are not sure. They are sure only that the distrust
was greatest among the young, and they are inclined to
believe that a chief cause of declining trust in government was
that government demonstrated itself less deserving of trust.
It is a mistake, therefore, to define the “adversary” culture
of the late sixties as an essentially hostile attitude toward

" government or to identify it with a small, willful group of
" students and leftists. Daniel Patrick Moynihan made both

errors in an essay in Commentary, in 1971, where he argued
that the muckraking tradition in American journalism had
been mightily reinforced by the “adversary culture” of mid-
dle- and upper-class young people who were increasingly
being recruited to journalism. The result of the rising social
status of journalism, Moynihan went on, was “that the press
grows more and more influenced by attitudes genuinely
hostile to American society and American government.”* But
“hostile” is not to be confused with “critical” or even “adver-
sarial.”” Further, if the upper classes were growing more
critical of government, so were the lower classes. The adver-
sary culture is not an antinomian culture, though no doubt it
has provided fertile ground for irresponsibility and irrational-
ism. Nor is it exclusively an elite culture, although it gained a
high level of acceptance in elite groups in the sixties and is
sustained there by the modernist art and literature of which
Trilling writes.

The critical culture deeply affected journalism. There was
a direct effect: journalists were citizens, too, susceptible to the
same cultural currents as anyone else. Younger journalists,
like younger people in general, were more affected, having
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less memory of, and less investment in, the cultural presuppo-
sitions of the cold war. And journalists, especially those
covering national politics, were more deeply affected than
most citizens because they had trusted more in, and cared
more about, government. While a muckraking tradition has
long been honored in the press, actual muckraking has always
been exceptional, and even muckrakers have typically focused
on the hypocrisies and corruptions of government, rather than
on underlying assumptions or structures of power. Journal-
ists, in general, have tended to feel politically involved and
efficacious—Iless, rather than more, alienated than the popu-
lation at large.” The division in American political culture
touched all citizens deeply but journalists with special force.
For them, it was a trauma of the heart and, at the same time,
a constantly irritating rash on the skin of their working lives.

The critical culture touched journalists in indirect ways,
too. For one thing, young people recruited to the government
service in the sixties also distrusted government. Journalists
. did not. “impose” an adversary culture on their reporting of
politics—they responded to a critical stance they found in
their sources. Indeed, Washington Post national editor Rich-
ard Harwood has argued that the press did not become
notably more “adversary” in the past decade but that, rather,
a “New Establishment” came to power which took a stance
adversary to itself.*® Thus there was an adversary journalism
within the halls of government itself. A group of employees at
the Department of Housing and Urban Development, for
instance, published a newsletter called Quest, which accused
department officials of racism, encouraged antiwar protest,
and urged employees to vote against Nixon in 1972. Similar
publications in other departments of government, in business
corporations, the universities, the professions, and the military
attested to the widespread appeal of a critical culture.* For
the press, which had long pictured itself as a loyal opposition
to government, the stress on “loyal” was muted, while the
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emphasis on “opposition” was fueled by, and in turn helped
feed, the critical culture arising in the government itself.

The extent to which the press independently promoted an
adversarial culture has been overemphasized, while the extent
of the wider and growing adversarial culture’s influence on
the culture of the press has perhaps not been emphasized
enough Not only did reporters find their sources in govern-
ment increasingly critical, but the most visible evidences of an
adversary culture became topics of news which younger
reporters were frequently assigned to and affected by. Several
journalists I interviewed in 1977 recalled that young reporters
recrulted to journalism in the 1960s frequently covered the
cwll rights movement and the antiwar movement. Young
people, more likely to fit into the youth culture of casual
manners and language, open sexuality, and rock music,
covered the campuses and social movements and were influ-
enced by them. They often felt uncomfortable in their repor-
torial roles, almost as if they were agents of “straight” society
spying on a subversive culture. They found themselves sym-
pathetic to the ideas and values of the people they wrote about
and increasingly skeptical, uneasy, or outraged at the trans-
formation of their stories between copy desk and printed
page.*

The rebellion of young reporters in the sixties, then, was no
mere repetition of perennial generational conflict in journal-
ism; it was one manifestation of a social and cultural move-
ment. 'The movement affected younger journalists first and
most profoundly, but this, in turn, influenced older and more
powerful journalists. Editors and publishers in the sixties had
good reason to be receptive to their young colleagues’ hopes
for more interpretive and investigative reporting: the papers
were feeling the competition of television. Television news,
which had been of slight importance and of slighter quality in
the 1950s, became intent on exploring its opportunities for
vivid and immediate coverage of the news. It became less a
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radio with pictures, more a distinctive medium. In 1963, the
same year in which the network evening news changed from a
fifteen-minute to a half-hour format, the Roper survey of
public attitudes toward television found for the first time that
more people listed television as a chief source of news than

newspapers. By 1974, 65 percent surveyed mentioned televi-

sion as one of their chief sources of news, while only 47
percent mentioned newspapers. In that year, for the first time,
more college-educated respondents mentioned television than
newspapers.*®

Correspondent Jules Witcover espoused the common view
that newspapers turned to investigative and interpretive re-
porting in the late sixties to compete with television’s advan-
tage in covering spot news.. But within a year, writing again
in Golumbia Journalism Review, he complained that the
competition-with-television argument was more fashionable
than true and that, in fact, “an informal survey of Washing-
ton news chiefs indicates most pay little attention to the
television ‘threat.” They are more concerned with the chang-
ing scope of news reporting itself and how they are coping
with it.” He added that the New York Times felt more
pressure from the Washington Post and the Wall Sireet
Journal than from television.*’

Even this, however—the competition among leading news-
papers in different cities with one another, with the wire
services, and with the news magazines—may be a by-product
of television. If the national security state and the centraliza-
tion of economic policy on the federal level has made Wash-
ington a focal point for the mass media, television news
coverage itself has accentuated Washington’s prominence.
Because network news depends on a national audience and
must rely on expensive and cumbersome camera equipment,
television reports disproportionately-on the capital. This has
encouraged newspapers to see their Washington correspon-
dence as the most significant and competitive field of work.
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The argument that competition with television led newspa-
pers away from objective reporting repeats an argument of the
1930s that the advantage of radio in presenting spot news
forced newspapers to become more interpretive. It may be
that in both the thirties and the sixties publishers believed
they had to change news policy to compete with the new
media, and this belief opened the way for journalists to
experiment with more interpretive work. On the other hand,
in both radio and television, particularly in television, there
was also a strong interest in going beyond the conventions of
objectivity. In the late sixties, television itself moved away
from straight news. “Editorials” appeared on local news

' programs and “commentary” (especially the work of Eric

Sevareid for CBS) became a regular feature of network news.
The introduction, in 1968, of the CBS news program “60
Minutes,” and its extraordinary success in magazine journal-
ism for television, suggest that the “exploded” sense of news
was more than a competitive strategy—television, too, re-
sponded to a changing culture which welcomed critical per-
spectives in journalism.*®

The Critique of Conventional Journalism—and Iis
Consequences

An adversary culture must be adversary fo something. But
leaders of the major institutions of society appeared to deny
any substance to their own culture: problems of government
were said to be technical, not political; social science was a
“value-free” guide to policy; professionals and managers,
coming to prominence in the occupational structure and the
power structure of society, were “neutral” or “detached” or
“objective” in their decisions. To the increasingly numerous
and vocal critics, the rhetoric of objectivity seemed hypocriti-
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cal or deceitful, or in Vietnam, criminal. The adversary
culture’s attack on objectivity conjured up a more unified and
univocal Establishment culture than in fact existed. Still,
there was an ideology of technique and neutrality, and it did
conceal other values that, the critical culture demanded,
should be open to question.

In journalism this critique of objectivity took many institu-
tional and intellectual forms. It is the sum of these, not the
novelty of any single one of them, that was most important
and original. Still, one can distinguish three kinds of criticism
which attacked the notion of objectivity.

First, there is the position that the content of a news story
rests on a set of substantive political assumptions, assumptions
whose validity is never questioned. Journalists acquire these
assumptions from their own upbringing, from fellow journal-
ists who constantly check and tutor their “news judgments,”
and from the officials they regularly report on. These as-
sumptions are the hidden message of “objectivity.” Jack
Newfield articulated this point of view:

So the men and women who control the technological giants of the
mass media are not neutral, unbiased computers. They have a
mind-set. They have definite life styles and political values, which
are concealed under a rhetoric of objectivity. But those values are
organically institutionalized by the 7imes. by AP, by CBS...into
their corporate bureaucracies. Among these unspoken, but organic,
values are belief in welfare capitalism, God, the West, Puritanism,
the Law, the family, property, the two-party system, and perhaps
most crucially, in the notion that violence is only defensible when
employed by the State. I can’t think of any White House correspon-

dent, or network television analyst, who doesn’t share these values.
And at the same time, who doesn’t insist he is totally objective.”

This first view, then, holds that form conceals content in
the news story. A second position is that form constitutes
content, that the form of the news story incorporates its own
bias. 'This is illustrated in an essay by Paul Weaver on “The
Politics of a News Story.” Weaver argues that the typical
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news story is politically biased—but not toward right, left, or
center. Rather the bias is toward statements of fact which are
observable and unambiguous; toward broad, categorical vo-
cabulary—*say,” rather than “shout” or “insist”; toward
impersonal narrative style and “inverted pyramid” organiza-
tion which force a presentation of facts with “as little evoca-
tion of their real-world context” as possible; toward conflicts
rather than less dramatic happenings; toward ‘“‘events” rather
than processes. Weaver argues that this makes the news story
a story about conflict from the point of view of the different
parties actively engaged in it—and only those parties.”
,  Other critics contend that the news-story format Weaver
outlines reinforces existing structures of power. It favors
institutions which are most oriented to, and best able to
control, “events” or stage pseudo-events. Powerful institu-
tions, and particularly the government, are attuned to the
“event-orientation” of reporters and so can manipulate them,
while social movements and reformers holding to an “issue-
orientation” tend to be ignored by journalists, at least until
they, too, can gain the power to stage or participate in
“events.” ®

A third criticism, closely related, sees the form of a news
story, not as a literary form, but as a social form tightly
constrained by the routines of news gathering. Here the
argument is that the process of news gathering itself constructs
an image of reality which reinforces official viewpoints. One
analyst after another has made the point that the tradition of
objectivity in journalism has favored official views, making
journalists mere stenographers for the official transcript of
social reality. Here again, the emphasis is not on intentional
bias but on the consequences, intended or not, of social forms
and processes. According to this perspective, “objectivity” is
not a strong conviction of journalists. It is not even, as I have
portrayed it for the twenties and thirties, a precarious faith in
procedure where agreement on the substantial reality of facts
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and values cannot be counted on. Instead it is a practice rather
than a belief. It is a “strategic ritual,” as sociologist Gaye
Tuchman puts it, which journalists use to defend themselves
against mistakes and criticism. In this view, objectivity is a set
of concrete conventions which persist because they reduce the
extent to which reporters themselves can be held responsible
for the words they write. Thus one can quote speakers in
positions of recognized authority; one cannot independently
evaluate what they say except by quoting another acknowl-
edged authority. Adherence to these routines, Tuchman
writes, is “compulsive.” Like Douglass Cater writing in 1950
on the coverage of McCarthy, Tuchman sees journalists as
strait-jacketed. And she offers a plausible account of why
journalists are willing to put on the strait-jackets: they want
to protect themselves from self-inflicted wounds. They do not
want to make mistakes which would threaten their jobs or
careers.” Perhaps more important, it seems to me, editors and
publishers do not want their subordinates to make mistakes
~ which would jeopardize their careers and institutions.

In the past decade critics of objectivity in journalism have
often pictured themselves as lonely exponents of a viewpoint
without support in the traditions of journalism. In fact,
however, critics were able to draw on, and draw out, what
Bernard C. Cohen called the “bootleg” roles in journalism.
Cohen found in interviews with foreign correspondents in
1953-1954 and 1960 that journalists held two conceptions of
their role, one as neutral observer and one as participant.
Curiously, the reporters’ overt ideology preached only neu-
trality. Participant journalism, “like illicit liquor .. . is found
everywhere,” but it is rarely acknowledged.®

This raises two important points. First, it suggests that if a
shift in the ideals of journalism occurs, it will have submerged
traditions to support it. Forces in and around journalism play
against the ideal of objectivity and its conventions and have
done so even when objectivity seemed most completely to have
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captivated the profession. Second, it indicates that some
rituals and routines of occupational practice will be defended
in an overarching ideology, while others may not be linked to
any comprehensive or comprehensible world view. Whatever
the reasons for this, it suggests at least that there is a problem
to,be investigated: if social contents do not automatically find
expression or justification in cultural forms, then we need to
consider how and why they do when they do.* :

Two submerged traditions in journalism which stand
against objectivity found renewed support in the sixties—a
literary tradition and a muckraking tradition. The literary

 tradition has deep roots in journalism. It honors the desire to

write a good story, not a safe story or an objective story, but
one finely crafted and forceful in its emotional impact. Nat
Hentoff described the “new journalism” in 1968 as a journal-
ism “powered by feeling as well as intellect,” the kind of
journalism which ‘“can help break the glass between the
reader and the world he lives in.”’® In the sixties, the tradition
of fine writing sailed under the flag of “new journalism.” It
found expression primarily in magazines rather than newspa-
pers, including a number of new magazines, like Rolling
Stone, which took for granted an audience fully sympathetic
torvoices of an adversary culture. It also found its way into
book form, most notably in Norman Mailer’s account of the
1967 march on the Pentagon, Armies of the Night. Whatever
else “new journalists” wrote about, they were always implic-
itly writing about reporting itself. In traditional journalism,
form is just a vehicle for the report, but in the new journalism,
or “metajournalism” as David Eason calls it, “the form itself
is part of the subject of the report.”®® In the thirties, there had
also been a nascent sense that the activity of reporting itself
was problematic and that the experience of reporting should
be included in the report— James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men is the chief example.”” But in the sixties this
sensibility was more richly elaborated and more widely en-
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dorsed. It responded to, and helped create, the audience of the
critical culture.

While “new journalism” did not have much direct impact
on news-writing in daily papers, it did have indirect effects. It
fed the imaginations of daily reporters—Rolling Stone, for
instance, came to be read in newsrooms across the country.®®
More recently, newspapers have turned more to feature or
magazine writing. The New York Times and the Chicago
Tribune and other papers now have special semimagazine
sections for different days of the week. There has been a
corresponding shift in the character of journalistic labor since
papers rely more on free-lance writers than on regular staff
members for magazine writing. This rewards flair, personal-
ity, style, and insight and trains the tastes of journalists and
their readers away from objective reporting.

The second tradition which expanded in the sixties, the
muckraking tradition, had greater impact on the “hard news”
of the papers. Muckraking or “investigative reporting” or
“enterprise journalism” came most prominently to public
attention with the Washington Post’s investigation of Water-
gate and the romance that grew up around it through the
book and film All the President’s Men. In their account of
their own reporting, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein
insisted that they did nothing exceptional. They denied that
their manner of reporting was distinctive; to them, “investiga-
tive reporting” is just plain reporting. They were, in short,
just doing their job.”® If All the President’s Men is read as a
set of instructions, a handbook for aspiring journalists (and
unquestionably it is being read that way), it provides a
counsel of caution. Where Woodward and Bernstein took
liberties with law or rules of confirming information they
received, they apologize. Where they followed rules—like the
guideline they established of confirming every important
charge with the testimony of at least two informants—they
are proud. They make a case for a journalism true to an ideal
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of objectivity and false to the counterfeit conventions justified
in its name. It is not a personal journalism and not a
Jjournalism of advocacy; if there is a personal element in it, it
is not opinion or conviction but energy. Where literary
journalism contrasts passion to “cold” objectivity, the investi-
gative tradition distinguishes its aggressiveness from objective
reporting’s passivity.

In the sixties investigative journalism established important
institutional beachheads in the media. Journalism reviews
provided a forum for journalistic criticism and self-criticism.
Beginning with the Chicago Journalism Review in 1968,
more than two dozen journalism reviews appeared within the
space of a few years. Except for More in New York, founded
in 1971, the reviews did not survive the decline of radical
political activity in the early seventies. But More is read
widely; a new review, Washington Journalism Review, began
publishing in 1977; and some of the “underground” weeklies
that began in the sixties and became well-established and
prosperous in the seventies regularly publish criticism of local
newspapers and television.*

Another institutional change was the development of teams
of investigative reporters at many of the country’s major

. metropolitan dailies, several years before the Watergate inves-

tigation. In February, 1967, Newsday established a team of
three reporters, an editor, and a secretary-researcher to pur-
sue investigative work exclusively. The team had its own
office and files. It produced three major reports a year, each
report running in the paper over five days. The Boston Globe
in 1970 inaugurated its “spotlight” team on the model of the
Newsday group. Investigation at the New York Times, ac-
cording to Washington correspondent Robert Semple, pro-
ceeded in the late sixties from a “catch as catch can” basis to a
“full-time proposition.” The Cleveland Plain-Dealer had a
team from 1974 until 1977 but abandoned it then as too
expensive. The Chicago Tribune established its investigative
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task force in 1968 which still has its separate identity, office
space, and mission.”

There was a corresponding change even at the Associated
Press. With the establishment of the Washington Post-Los
Angeles Times News Service in the early sixties and the
growth of the older New York Times News Service, AP felt
pressure to move away from conventional reporting. In 1967
AP created a “special assignment team” to report on ‘‘the
submerged dimension” in government activity. In 1968, the
group produced 268 stories, including the bungling of the
development of the M-16 rifle and the revelation of a secret
report on government corruption in Saigon.® Not only did
news organizations invest time and talent in investigative
work, but investigative reporters began to see themselves as an
interest group in their own right. In 1975, a number of
investigative reporters formed Investigative Reporters and
Editors to share information and to protect investigative

reporting from becoming a “fad” and “‘attracting reporters

seeking notoriety.” I.R.E., amidst considerable criticism, even
undertook its own collaborative investigation into the death of
one of its members, Arizona reporter Don Bolles.®

Another institution for nonconventional journalism is the
Fund for Investigative Journalism, founded in 1969 “for the
purpose of increasing public knowledge about the concealed,
obscure or complex aspects of matters significantly affecting
the public.” The Fund pledged to aid writers who would
“probe abuses of authority or the malfunctioning of institu-
tions and systems which harm the public.” Its grants are
small—five hundred dollars is typical. While most of the
writing the Fund supports appears in magazines, the Fund
aided Seymour Hersh in his investigation of My Lai in 1969;
it supported him again in 1970 with a study of conflicting

claims of the United States and North Vietnam regarding

American prisoners of war; it supported James Polk in 1971
in a study of political campaign contributions that uncovered
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Robert Vesco’s transactions and won for Polk a 1974 Pulitzer
Prize. The Fund is by no means a major influence in
American journalism. Nevertheless, it is a permanent endow-
ment and a potent emblem suggesting that the development in
the late sixties of a nonconventional journalism may be
sustained.

The Watergate stories capped, rather than inaugurated, the
wave of investigative journalism, but they did so in such a
stunning fashion that Watergate may turn out to be a symbol
of enduring importance for newspaper work. That the Wood-
ward and Bernstein stories, their book about the Watergate
investigation, and the film from the book have glamorized

~ “investigative reporting” beyond all bounds and have been a

factor in attracting increasing numbers of young people to
schools of journalism is a short-term phenomenon with con-
ceivably long-range consequences. For now there is a common
point of reference, “Watergate,” which confirms the impor-
tance of enterprise journalism. It gives to the patchwork of
provisional institutional changes leading away from the con-
ventions of objectivity, a cultural identity of considerable
force. Never before has there been a national symbol of
enterprise reporting of even remotely comparable substance
and scope—and effect.

Investigative reporting remains a very precarious enter-
prise. It is expensive but must survive inside newspapers
increasingly cost-conscious. It sets up a reportorial elite
potentially in conflict with the generally democratic news-
room.® It is very hard work, with results rarely as glamorous
as an impeachment. Many investigators get disillusioned.
That investigative work has been to some degree institutional-
ized in the past decade is no assurance it will survive. While
investigators may have a place in the newsroom, they do not
have an equally permanent spot in the newspaper itself. In
that sense, the great innovation of the thirties—the colum-
nist—secured a safer position in journalism than the enter-
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prise journalism of the sixties. The columnist is supported by
a reputation among readers in the local or national communi-
ty; investigative reporters rarely have a public following and
are supported only by the climate within journalism itself.
Only that, and the continued potency of the symbol
“Watergate.”

What is likely to happen in schools of journalism and in
newsrooms around the country as new recruits enter the field
is that they will be told to forget the romance of newspaper
work and to learn the same old basics of who, what, where,
when reporting. They will be encouraged to reenact the
rituals of objective reporting. Enterprise journalism, like
interpretive reporting, may have its traditions and may have
its rewards, but it will not have its handbooks. It requires
mature subjectivity; subjectivity tempered by encounters with,
and regard for, the views of significant others in the profes-
sion; and subjectivity aged by encounters with, and regard for,
the facts of the world. There is no text for this. Even Curtis
MacDougall’s classic Interpretative Reporting actually devot-
ed but one short chapter to problems of interpretation; the
book’s title is a philosophy but not a program.

The exercise of judgment is not something editors want to
entrust to cub reporters. Even veteran journalists who believe
in the necessity of interpretation urge young reporters to
begin at a city news bureau or wire service learning to write
straight news according to the most stringent rules of objective
journalism. Separating’ facts from opinion is still one of the
first things young reporters learn and one of the only things
they can be taught in catechismic form. This is not likely to
change.

But this does not mean the changes of the past decade will
not lastingly influence journalism.

We've so little faith that anyone
ever makes anything better,

OBJECTIVITY, NEWS MANAGEMENT, THE CRITICAL CULTURE

Robert Lowell wrote in “For Eugene McCarthy.” Despite
the passionate political commitments of the late sixties, even
then it did not come naturally to very many people to believe
that anyone ever makes anything better. That made McCar-
thy such a perfect symbol, for he Was a man who so obviously
had difficulty in believing himself. After the wave of the
sixties has passed, we wonder again if anyone ever makes
anything better and whether, in fact, anything did get more
than momentarily better out of the elations and despairs, the
courage and the folly of the past decade.

In journalism, the decline of the social movements of the

,sixties depleted the psychic and organizational resources that
sustained a high pitch of journalistic criticism and reform.

There is little support now for the kind of mobilized, advocacy
journalism that flourished in the underground papers. Most
journalism reviews have died. Incipient efforts at “newsroom
democracy” have disappeared.®® But the residue of reform

. remains impressive. Short of an intensified cold war or some

other cultural and political muzzle on dissent, we can expect a
critical culture to continue as a voice in journalism and as a
market for its products. There is no new ideal in journalism
to successfully challenge objectivity, but there is a hope for
something new, a simmering disaffection with objective re-
porting. There has been no ‘magical leap beyond the difficult
understanding that human perceptions are subjective and no
easy solution to the problem that the events one reports have
been prefabricated by powerful institutions, and yet there is
more tolerance and encouragement for a variety of ways of
knowing and writing.

The Boston Herald, an early penny paper, wrote in 1847
that its leading purpose was to “give expression to the spirit of
the age.” It hoped to be “a zealous historian of the hour” and
proclaimed its intention to “group and picture the events of
the passing time, and daguerreotype them for the public eye,
in unfading lines.” Today we suspect the bias of grouping and
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the rhetoric of picturing; we see the lies in photography and
the astigmatism of the public eye. Even the Herald’s promise
of a “faithful and unflattering likeness” of society would be
questioned in our self-conscious age, where skepticism about
mottos extends to mottos that proclaim skepticism. What
prospectus could one write for a newspaper today?

I do not know. I know only that it matters. Journalists, like
other seekers, must learn to trust themselves and their fellows
and the world enough to take everything in, while distrusting
themselves and others and the appearances of the world
enough not to be taken in by everything. They would refuse,
then, as some of them do now, either to surrender to relativ-
ism or to submit uncritically to arbitrary conventions estab-
lished in the name of objectivity. This requires both personal
and institutional tolerance of uncertainty and acceptance of
risk and commitment to caring for truth. If this is difficult in
journalism, it is nonetheless most vital, for the daily persua-
sions of journalists reflect and become our own.
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