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What role should the values of the individual
historian play in the study of history?

Put another way, the question is this: Can there
be truth in history — and how do personal values
influence the search for it? 

e same questions can be asked of journalism.
In its case, there is always a wide array of factors to
consider — such as the nature of news, the de -
mands of the audience, the imperfect quality of
sources, the pressure to make journalism interesting
as well as profitable, and the disposition of the jour-
nalist. 

Is the product propaganda, or is it truth? If it’s
somewhere between the two, is it presented as such? 
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Limitations impose themselves on journalists just as they do on his-
torians. Even in the case of investigative reporting, there are boundaries
that hedge the time, expense, and effort that can be spent in researching
a story. Jour nalistic writing, by its very nature, can reproduce the full
reality of a current episode only imperfectly.

Suppose the journalist had the time of the historian to research and
publish. e accuracy of the investigation might, indeed, be improved
by a more extensive use of sources and perhaps the benefits of detach-
ment. 

But sources are never perfect, and the limitations to any investiga-
tion — as well as the journalist’s values — influence the final product. 

So surely, if journalists find truth elusive in their explanation of all
but the most obvious data, historians confront difficulties also. 

e problem revolves around a double axis. In part it relates to evi-
dence and in part to the investigator.

Historians, like journalists, often despair at the limits of evidence.
ey frequently need more evidence, or more explicit evidence, to
resolve a particular problem in understanding their subject. Even in this
day of the growth of archives and the Internet and the abundant accu-
mulation of printed and other evidence, one must wonder if the histo-
rian is forever at the mercy of the evidence that happens to survive. 

Today more documents are being produced than in previous times.
Computers, Internet sites, recording devices, and photocopying ma -
chines and scanners have provided a mass of records. 

Have they increased the accuracy of sources or the fullness of the
body of evi dence? e same revolution that gave us speed of communi-
cation al so increased privacy concerns and potential secrecy. e same
technological culture that increased the number of bits of communica-
tion also produced greater means for people to communicate without

Sloan and Startt

Historiography in Mass Communication2



making their communication a matter of record.
Much like journalists confronted with contemporary circum-

stances, historians have to deal with evidence that is far from satisfacto-
ry. What gaps, they wonder, are in the record? Can substantive contra-
dictions found in it be reconciled? And, even if the record is complete,
is it a biased — and, thus, flawed — account? How many individual
experiences, when recollected, become embellished with dra matic flour-
ishes?

If historians have witnessed a remarkable broadening of the defini-
tion of historical sources, which they have, they also have failed to find
a solution to the inherent problems of sources.

e rules of evidence can help one to handle such problems in a fair
way. But they can’t guarantee that the outcome will be consonant with
truth. Nor can they assure that people from all perspectives and in all
generations will un derstand the evidence in the same way. Con se quent -
ly, the fact of partiality of the record permeates the study of history.

Based on this imperfect record, the historian proceeds to advance
explanations. By necessity, what part of them is founded on incomplete
evidence? How much is hypothetical? What part is artistry or, in
extreme cases, even artifice? 

Complete truth can be known about hardly anything other than
the merest superficial elements associated with past episodes. Good his-
torians are modest about both their knowledge and their limitations.
When they discuss facts (as opposed to data) and ideas of times gone,
and when they pursue the “how” and “why” of the past, they have to
ac  know ledge an appropriate sense of restraint regarding conclusions. It
is a principle that becomes a part of historians’ professional judgment
and of the tone of their narratives. 

It would be arrogant for them to claim they have discovered the full
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truth about a segment of the past. 
What can be expected is that they be truthful to the greatest extent

possible, that they work to understand the past on its own terms, and
that they exercise judgment that is honest, perceptive, and balanced. 

ere is, then, a definite personal element related to the his torian’s
navigation between past and present and to his or her limited knowl-
edge of both spheres.

is personal element deserves attention for a number of reasons. 
Like journalists, historians are products of their own social and per-

sonal environments. ey can never completely escape their own values
or the conditions that shaped and continue to shape them. 

ey all have emotions, persuasions, and ethical standards, some of
which are shared in part with others of similar background and some of
which are uniquely their own. Gender, race, ideology, religion, nation-
ality, geography, class awareness, occupation, knowledge, education,
and experience help define human perceptions. 

Not to be overlooked is historians’ attachment to the perspective of
the mass communication professions of their own time. It raises the old
danger of present-mindedness. at mindset has distorted much histor-
ical writing. JMC historians since the late 1800s have almost always
judged the past by the professional standards and ideology of their own
generation rather than from the view of detached observers. Many his-
torians of mass communication continue to do so today.

To what extent do these perceptions become habits of thought, per-
haps even biases, either recognized or not, that enter into the writing of
history, thus imperiling the reconstruction of the true past? One cannot
easily forget the comment of the elder British statesman A. J. Balfour
about Churchill’s multi-volume account of the First World War: “Win -
ston has written an enormous book about himself and called it e
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World Crisis.” (Quoted in Arthur Marwick, e Nature of History, 1970.
Churchill himself had said, perhaps tongue in check, “History will be
kind to me, for I intend to write it.”)

History is, after all, a reconstruction by individuals of things past.
How much of themselves should they put into it? 

Modern historians, particularly those cast in the Rankean mold of
evidence-based history, may have extolled the goals of impartiality and
ob jectivity for the study of history, but others have pondered either the
possibility or plausibility of such well-intended aims. In more recent
years New Left and radical historians, like those journalists and profes-
sors who prefer ad vocacy to objectivity, have rejected such neutrality in
favor of an ac tivist search for and development of history as a tool to
employ in solving present problems and changing society. In the pro -
cess, if they are able to reconstruct an accurate version of the past, they
have enhanced history. If not, as David Hackett Fischer observed, they
have cast themselves into nothing more than “meth odological reac-
tionaries.” (Historians’ Fal la cies, 1970) 

In fairness, it must be admitted that radical historians don’t hide
their opinions. Among historians of the mainstream, that hasn’t always
been true. Some writers in previous generations produced histories
based on their conviction that they were on the side of truth — while
maintaining that they were merely presenting an impartial account —
and thus subordinated history to cause. Today’s scholars writing from
ideological perspectives such as Cultural and Critical Studies often do
the same thing. 

So historians are confronted with this fundamental question: What
part of themselves should they put into their history? 

e personal factor manifests itself in all of history from its incep-
tion to the final act of composition. It is, in fact, one of the strongest
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links between history and journalism. e well-known foreign corre-
spondent Herbert Matthews once explained: “at a journalist has, at
all times, his bias and sympathies is certain, since he is only a human
being. at those feelings color his choice and presentation of news,
without his being conscious of it, is also obvious…. It all boils down to
the impossibility of achieving perfection or complete precision, and we
journalists could write as many books on that subject as the philoso-
phers have written.” (e Education of a Correspondent, 1946) 

Much the same comment could be made of historians. ey reveal
their preferences in their choice of topic, in their selection of evidence,
in the words they choose to describe and explain their subject, and in
the conclusions they offer. ey interpret past figures and events for the
present, and in doing that they not only evaluate sources but also exer-
cise judgment. e demands of narrative and explanation force them to
become a part of their scholarship.

At some points in their reconstruction of the past their judgments
may be value judgments. 

It is only fair to ask, whose values? Who was right in the partisan
press wars of the early 1800s or in the ideological conflicts of the muck-
raking era? At anytime, the good life for one group in society may have
been exploitation or oppression for another group. What served the
purposes of the news media may have hindered the conduct of govern-
ment or harmed the best interests of the public. 

In the epic of civilization’s past experiences, one can find many con-
tradictory, even irreconcilable, convictions, honestly held in their day.
ey may have appeared as manifestations of national, racial, gender,
ideological, po litical, religious, class, economic, professional, environ-
mental, or generational preferences. Who doubts that they show up
today in both so ciety and historical writing? 

Sloan and Startt
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Even within the course of one generation, we can see that culture
evolves, opinions shift, standards change, tenets rise and wane, and cus-
toms come and go. 

Historians live with such changing values in their own time, and
they also must deal with them in studying the past. Uncertainty and
opposing values are parts of the complexity of the past, and historians
must explain such things. ey are expected to reflect upon the past, to
put the best of their thought into it.

Should that reflection involve them in intentional value judgments?
What about moral judgments? 

At this point historiographers’ views diverge. 
One group points out that historians, like all writers who describe

the human experience, make moral judgments all the time even in such
basic matters as their use of language. One person’s “order” is another’s
“oppression.” 

Rather than seek for complete balance, would it not be better to
recognize that values intrude on the tell ing of history and then disci-
pline oneself to handle the dilemma with discernment and precision? 

No one expects historiography to be a moral narrative, but one
might expect it to reflect judgment that goes beyond explanation as
such. ere are, indeed, ethical and moral dimensions of past human
behavior. Every age has its obscene, criminal, and evil elements. ere
was an Adolf Hitler, and genocide did occur, as have many other
heinous acts in history. Should historians avoid comment on such
things?

Simply explaining dramatic failings in human conduct fails to say
whether it was right or wrong. As C. V. Wedgwood, who probed this
matter with restraint matched by wisdom, observed: “… from explain-
ing an action we move insensibly towards justifying it, and from thence
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towards a general blurring of moral issues and a comfortable belief that
circumstances are always to blame, and men and women are not…. is
outlook steadily and stealthily fosters the conviction that nothing is
good or bad in itself but only in relation to its surroundings.” (e Sense
of the Past: irteen Studies in the eory and Practice of History, 1967) 

at observation, the first group of historians says, touches the
nerve of the issue. 

Moreover, when it comes to unethical acts in the past of a dramatic
sort (as contrasted with mere differences of opinion over such matters
as, for example, politics), the historian’s audience expects reflection
about such matters. Historians have a responsibility to provide that, not
to overdo it, but to do it with a broadness and a sense of honesty that
will enhance meaning about significant questions while remaining ever
mindful of their commitment to the search for truth. 

Finally, this first group of historians argues, remember that history
can be a source of inspiration to some people. us, the historian’s re -
sponsibility includes being ethically responsible. ere is a great deal of
common sense in Barbara Tuchman’s statement that “to take no sides
in history would be as false as to take no sides in life.” (“e Historian’s
Opportunity,” Saturday Review, 1967)

Without the historian acting as a responsible interpreter of past
happenings, it would be difficult to have a deep awareness of self, to be
intellectually honest, and to recognize that there is a time and place for
ethical judgment. 

e other group of historiographers acknowledges that the first
group makes a strong case.

But all episodes in the past, this group points out, aren’t as simple
as Hitler and Nazi genocide. Most don’t present clear differences of
good vs. evil. ey usually are complex situations with good arguments
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on both — and, often, all — sides.
Furthermore, handling value judgments well requires a great deal of

maturity and wisdom. Young or untutored scholars often are the most
eager to offer judgments. Yet they are usually the ones who haven’t had
the life or intellectual experiences to provide the broad perspectives
needed to handle judgments well. Others who write about history, par-
ticularly some in mass communication and other professional fields,
may not have had the training or acquired the capacity to subjugate
their own opinions to the standards of historiography. Once historians
give in to the notion that it is acceptable for their accounts to include
value judgments, it becomes easy for them to start enlisting on one or
the other side.

Historians must assure that their moral judgments don’t descend
into mere moralizing or argument. 

us, the historian needs to be alert that one’s judgment about val-
ues is not merely personal bias. All historians could justify their biases
by simply thinking of them on a loftier plane as defensible value judg-
ments. With that approach, all biases would be acceptable because they
would be equal, simply matters of personal preference.

Value judgments in most instances verge on invoking present-
mindedness. By their very nature, they involve values of the historian’s
own generation. us, they present the very real danger of judging the
past by current standards. Once present-mindedness enters the picture,
it distorts the past, and a true understanding becomes almost impossi-
ble.

e primary purpose of historical writing, the second group of his-
toriographers continues, is not to make judgments but to provide an ac -
count. Good history seeks understanding of the past on its own
grounds. If it doesn’t do that, then it is little better than fiction and loses
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its value. If one wishes to make personal judgments an important com-
ponent of writing, then one should write essays or letters to the editor,
not history.

Finally, the purpose of historical study is not to take sides. 
at’s true even with issues on which a historian has strong feelings.

Some issues can set emotions afire. Whether the issue deals with poli-
tics, gender, race, or a variety of other topics, biases can quickly rise to
the top. And we must confess that such biases influence many histori-
ans, including some who study mass communication.

True fairness may not be fully attainable, but historians should at
least make the attempt. Whenever a historian begins with the no tion
that personal values should influence an account, then it is unlikely he
or she will achieve fairness or render an account seen clear and un -
marred.

Despite their differences on the role of value judgments, both
groups of historians offer points deserving of study and worth ponder-
ing on a very complex issue.

And both recognize that, of necessity, a strong personal element
infuses historical study — that historians stand between past and pres-
ent and must engage both with imagination, integrity, and a sense of
responsibility. 

e creation of that delicate balance represents one of the greatest
challenges in historical scholarship. As Carl Gustavson, an authority on
the relevance of history to the present, writes: “A mastery of the tech-
niques of scholarship does not necessarily … guarantee good history,
which is also the matter of the human equation, the sum total of the
man or woman using the techniques.” (e Mansion of History, 1976)

Sloan and Startt
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One line of my historical research explores
how journalists have covered the investiga-

tion and adjudication of crime and how journalists
and courts have identified press rights to cover such
sensitive content. Journalism leaders have recog-
nized that these types of cases involve fundamental
constitutional rights, including freedom of the press
and rights for criminal defendants to receive fair tri-
als.1 Exploring important social implications from

news coverage and journalistic conduct, this research has required ex -
ploring legal records as well as journalism records. is research also has
inspired questions about how to deepen my understanding of journal-
ism history by analyzing diverse categories of historical sources and top-
ics, analyzing historical non-journalistic records, and asking questions
about what different categories of historical records reflect about jour-
nalism, culture, and society. 

In 1974, two leading scholars called for us to broaden our field and
to incorporate fresh perspectives. In the first issue of Journalism History,
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James Carey famously referred to the study of journalism history as
“somewhat of an embarrassment,” explaining that historians had “de -
fined our craft both too narrowly and too modestly.” He called upon
historians to “ventilate” the field, seek “fresh interpretations,” and
broad en our craft to incorporate cultural and intellectual history to at -
tempt to understand the consciousness of journalism.2 In the same is -
sue, Cathy Covert wrote that journalism historians often are former
journalists who cover history as they covered news. With such an out-
look, they could “most comfortably” focus “on story, personality or
institution.” Writing conceptual history or addressing abstract concepts
could be especially challenging. “Few of us pose interpretive or specula-
tive questions of significance,” Covert stated, although she acknowl-
edged that we are “particularly qual ified” to bring new perspectives to
journalism history.3

Marion Marzolf operationalized Carey’s cultural approach to con-
ceiving the “historical consciousness of journalism.” One way to study
ideas, values, and shared beliefs of the profession of journalism is to per-
form content analysis of newspapers. Marzolf also encouraged histori-
ans to look beyond these obvious sources, to “examine the cultural con-
text of the society that produced the journalist and the journalism to
examine these interrelationships.” For example, Marzolf identified fic-
tion, poetry, art, and music as additional sources of “cultural values and
attitudes.” She also noted the importance of studying the crucial voices
of women and minorities, perspectives of travelers from abroad, and
per ceptions from the public.4

Hazel Garcia summarized calls for ways to broaden our craft from
journalism history to communication history, “attend more to theory
development,” research more diverse sources, and apply more rigor.
His torians called for the discipline to be reimagined as communication
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history that expands the field beyond its strong tradition of providing
biographies of newspaper personalities, general narratives, and case
studies. Scholars also called for “a research perspective which relates
communication data to their social settings.”5 David Nord countered
with assertions that we ought to shift our focus from journalism history
to communication history to information history. He recognized value
in broadening traditional approaches but stated that we need “new and
more critical evaluation and interpretation” of the powerful persons and
institutions at the core of traditional journalism history.6 Nord also
called upon mass communication historians to be more critical in their
selection and interpretation of sources.7

Covert identified a significant intellectual weakness in traditional
journalism history. “A great deal of what is experienced by both men
and women in journalism has not been recorded by historians or has
been recorded in ways compatible with thought patterns and values
characteristic of white American males,” Covert wrote. She called for an
intellectual breakthrough for journalism historians to consider and
address what is missing from our scholarship. To do so, Covert outlined
three guiding values assumptions associated with thought patterns and
values characteristics that shape thoughts and behavior. Traditional
journalism history is about 1. winning, 2. autonomy, and 3. change. To
broaden journalism history to reflect more diverse thought patterns and
value characteristics, Covert proposed applying different assumptions,
seeking insights from diverse fields, applying more diverse perspectives,
and recognizing “a greater variety of experience as appropriate materi-
al.” Doing so would record more perspectives of women and minori-
ties.8

In 1987, Donald Shaw and Sylvia L. Zack provided a more opti-
mistic perspective on how scholars were rethinking journalism history.
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ey found that over a decade, articles published in Journalism History
and Journalism Quarterly indicated “the historical literature of our field”
was deepening. Much of the scholarship could be categorized ac cording
to its focus on printers, editors, reporters, publishers, or corporate jour-
nalism. e final category encompassed print and broadcast me dia,
reflecting a broadening of the field. ey concluded the field was no
longer an embarrassment, and the field was addressing more topics.9

Nonetheless, more recent scholarship shows there is room to con-
tinue broadening journalism history. In 1999, Margaret Blanchard
found the label of journalism history to be overly restrictive, with jour-
nalism historians finding “comfort in the old way of doing research and
interpreting boundaries in our field.” She described the excitement of a
new generation of journalism historians to take new research approach-
es, encompass theory, and study a wider variety of topics. Still, she had
three significant concerns: First, questions remained about what jour-
nalism history means, and that term has been narrowly conceptualized
in relation to the production and producers of news. Second, she stated
that we need to be less restrictive about what methodological approach-
es we consider appropriate. ird, we need more intellectually expan-
sive and challenging ways to categorize journalism history and describe
our field. She concluded that journalism scholars should discuss how
the field ought to develop and whether we ought to more creatively cat-
egorize our work.10

Two years later, Barbara Cloud wrote that journalism historians
“have become more creative in their approaches to researching their
top ics,” with some authors being more imaginative with their selections
of source material. She studied the variety of scholarship Journalism
History had published over twenty-six years, comparing publications in
the journal’s first sixteen years with publications in the journal’s most
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recent decade. Over time, the journal published fewer articles on adver-
tising, biography, historiography, law, journalism practice, and politics.
e number of articles published about media and minorities did not
change during the early and later years of the journal, accounting for
approximately 10 percent of the articles published over twenty-six years.
Yet, significantly, all articles about Hispanic media were published in
the first sixteen years. e number of articles about women increased
from 13 percent to 16 percent over time, but still only accounted for 14
percent of the articles published over twenty-six years. e number of
articles about broadcast also increased from 5 percent to 8 percent over
time, but only accounted for 6 percent of the total articles published.11

In the summer 2023 issue of Historiography in Mass Communica -
tion, David Sloan wrote that historiography has improved since 1974,
when Carey and Covert wrote about the state of journalism history.
Since that time, American Journalism and Historiography in Mass Com -
mun ication have been launched to address journalism history, and both
have focused on improving the field. Sloan recognized “widespread
sophistication” in the field of journalism history today, but he warned
there are some flaws in accounts being labeled journalism history. No -
tably, some “aren’t grounded in historical sources,” and some don’t ad -
dress significant topics.12

As the fiftieth anniversary of Journalism History approached, an
audit of research articles published in the journal examined what signifi-
cant topics have or have not been addressed between 1974 and 2021.
e researchers — Ger ry Lanosga, Alexia Little, Lillie Fears, and Candi
Carter Olson — considered wheth er significant gaps exist in topics and
time periods covered to identify op portunities for future scholarship.13

Responding to that research, Jour nalism History and Amer i can Jour nal -
ism took a significant step to encourage research on diverse topics. e
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journals offered microgrant funding to encourage research on media
his tory and race/ethnicity, gender/sexuality, class, religion, disability,
men tal health, and/or rural populations. In 2023, six researchers re -
ceived grants to complete research on diverse topics that employed di -
verse methodologies.14 is collaborative effort relates to Covert and
Marzolf’s calls for journalism historians to recognize what perspectives
are missing from our field.

e recently published e Routledge Companion to American Jour -
nal ism History shows how journalism historians “are reimagining jour-
nalism history, its omissions and commissions, and its theories and
methods,” e book demonstrates that scholars have broadened our
field beyond the tales of powerful newspaper personalities and major
metropolitan newspapers to address broader topics, incorporate a wider
swath of theories, and apply diverse methods.15 Carolyn Kitch wrote,
in a chapter on “Remaking Journalism History,” that journalism histo-
rians have attempted to operationalize Carey’s challenge for journalism
historians to broaden our craft to incorporate cultural and intellectual
histories. Yet, Kitch asked why journalism historians have not opera-
tionalized Covert’s call for journalism historians to provide more imag-
inative and more inclusive histories. Kitch proposed that journalism
historians ought to reposition journalism in relation to society, which
means moving beyond the traditional focus on exceptional individuals,
events, and times. She concluded, “e future of our discipline lies in
our capacity to tell more inclusive, complex, and continuous stories,
ones that embrace conceptual change and expand the kinds of knowl-
edge we contribute.”16

In the past five decades, journalism historians have taken some sig-
nificant steps to strengthen our field by applying more diverse method-
ological and theoretical lenses and exploring a wider variety of historical
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materials, even when addressing questions that focus on the newspaper
industry or newspaper coverage. For example, in Bad News Travels Fast:
e Telegraph, Libel, and Press Freedom in the Progressive Era, Patrick
File applied Carey’s conception of “the idea of a report” that “render[s]
reality.” File also applied legal historian Robert W. Gordon’s concep-
tion of law as “socially contingent.”17 File used Gordon’s law-box
model to analyze discourse about retraction statutes, which are impor-
tant to journalism institutions that wish to reduce the amount of dam-
ages they may have to pay for publishing libelous content. File demon-
strates that journalism historians may shed meaningful light on journal-
ism history by applying research methods from other fields of history.18

e conceptual foundation of Gordon’s law-box model may be
extended to study journalism as a socially contingent field that produces
products with important social implications. Gordon’s law-box model
posits that historians may study legal history by researching factors that
may influence legal rules and legal proceedings. One category of factors,
those internal to legal history, focus on what historians observe within
the legal system, its rules, and its records. e other category includes
factors external to legal history. Legal historians analyze materials from
both categories and focus on “the interaction between the boxful of
legal things and the wider society of which they are a part, in particular
to explore the social context of law and its social effects.” File analyzed
debates about creating retraction statutes reflected in court opinions,
“sources of legal discourse,” and journalism and legal professional or -
ganizations’ institutional records. He demonstrated the law-box model
was an effective lens to apply to research social factors in relation to
institutional history and legal history relevant to journalism.19

Other journalism historians recently have researched historical
sources within a singular category — such as a distinct type of newspa-
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per — in comparison to historical sources within another category —
that may include newspapers with different business models or audi-
ences — to shed light on journalism history and its social context. For
example, Melita M. Garza examined how editorial pages in newspapers
with three different ownership models — a Hearst newspaper, an inde-
pendent and locally owned newspaper, and a Spanish-language daily —
framed Mexican immigration during the Great Depression. Evaluating
editorial coverage across different categories of newspapers, Garza found
that editorial frames in the three categories of papers shared one com-
monality in their coverage of immigrants. Yet, the papers primarily re -
flected “distinct constructions of social reality” that shaped mythology
about immigrants.20

Journalism and Jim Crow: White Supremacy and the Black Struggle
for a New America, edited by Kathy Roberts Forde and Sid Bedingfield,
al so analyzes an impressive selection of historical sources to cast signifi-
cant light on how Black and white journalists in the South perceived
and portrayed social orders and political economies differently in the
19th and 20th centuries. is award-winning book demonstrates two
different models of journalism existed after Reconstruction in the South
in the United States, and these different models shaped different con-
ceptions of society. One model, led by white publishers and editors,
strove to “protect white supremacist political economies and social or -
ders.” e other model, Black journalism, focused on “building a mul-
tiracial, fully democratic ‘New America.’” Comparing and contrasting
communications from people and publications that fit within each jour-
nalism model revealed significant insights about journalism practice and
its social implications, particularly when comparison of different cate-
gories of sources revealed gaps or omissions.21

Journalism historians also could look to historian Michel-Rolph
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Trouillot’s work when applying a critical lens to evaluate historical
records. Trouillot wrote in Silencing e Past: Power and e Production
of History that history is filled with examples of material missing from
historical records. Discrepancies in or omissions from records can reflect
power imbalances and deeply held beliefs about social realities.22 When
comparing and contrasting communications across different categories
of news or other types of records, searching for silences, gaps, or omis-
sions may reflect significant insights about journalism, history, culture,
and society.

Over the past five decades, journalism historians have reflected
upon the need to discuss and debate what may be considered strong
scholarship in our field. Scholars have expanded our field, weaving a
broader tapestry that incorporates a wider array of historical records,
theoretical foundations, methodological approaches, historical topics,
and undergirding values assumptions. Scholars have disagreed as to
whether we ought to refer to our field as journalism history, communi-
cation history, information history, or something else. Scholars also
have proposed different notions as to whether more imaginative ap -
proaches ought to focus on cultural, intellectual, or social history, and
there are ample opportunities to operationalize journalism history in re -
lation to each of these approaches in addition to other approaches. Con -
tinuing this dialogue is critical to encourage new generations of journal-
ism historians to seek to continue exploring the scope of our field.

ere is tremendous value in clarifying our historiography. As we
attempt to broaden journalism history, we must continue to carefully
seek and rigorously analyze historical records and significant topics. As
long as we stay true to these foundational requirements, we may broad-
en and deepen our field by applying interdisciplinary approaches, seek-
ing a broader range of sources and topics, asking more imaginative
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questions to conceptualize journalism history, and looking beyond sin-
gle categories of sources or history to discover intellectual, cultural, and
social reflections, realities, and implications. 
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How does religious faith — or the lack of reli-
gious faith — affect a historian’s approach? 

When historians examine the circumstances that
led to the early morning attack by Hamas fighters,
who surged across the Gaza border into Southern Is -
raeli villages and kibbutzim on the morning of Oc -
tober 7, 2023, and the killings that followed, they will
record that it occurred on the fiftieth anniversary of
the Yom Kippur War. The words “Yom Kippur” literally

mean “the Day of Atonement,” and they signify a time of communal and
self-reflection on the holiest day in Judaism. Egyptian and Syrian forces had
made war on Israel on October 6, 1973 — the tenth day of the Islamic holy
month of Ramadan — in an effort to recover the Sinai Peninsula and the
Golan Heights that were lost to Israel in 1967. Jordan had joined the strug-
gle, hoping to secure the territory on the West Bank of the Jordan River
that it had lost in 1967 as well. The result of the nineteen-day conflict was
essentially a stalemate.
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I arrived as a reporter in the Middle East shortly after the October 23,
1983, truck bombings in Beirut, Lebanon, that killed 307, including 241
American and 58 French soldiers, who led a multi-national peacekeeping
force that the United Nations sent to the region. A group calling itself Is -
lamic Jihad claimed responsibility for the killings. The attacks led to the
withdrawal of multi-national forces in February 1984.

President Ronald Reagan then announced in March 1984 that — be -
cause of overwhelming Arab opposition — he would not relocate the U. S.
embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. When I asked Jerusalem’s 73-
year-old, Mayor Teddy Kollek, his reaction to Reagan’s decision, he asked
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me a question.
“Young man,” he asked, “where do you come from?”
“The United States,” I said, somewhat surprised.
“Does your country have a capital?” he wanted to know.
“Washington,” I answered. “Our capital is Washington, D. C.”
“How long has Washington been your capital?”
“Uh, about 200 years,” I finally answered after some uncertainty.
“Well,” the old man told me, “when Washington became your capital,

Jerusalem had already been our capital for nearly 3,000 years. So what
does it matter what your president says?”

Kollek was pointing out what would become clear to me during my two
years of reporting in the Middle East: There is an intimate connection be -
tween faith and the region’s history. If a reporter didn’t know one, he or she
couldn’t understand the other.

In the fall of 1987, when I began thinking about a dissertation project
while at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, I found a quote from Chaim
Weitzmann, Israel’s first president. He observed that those who quickly
passed through Palestine often left it more ignorant than when they had
arrived. They became more stubborn, he noted, thinking they knew some-
thing, which blinded them to how little they actually knew.

Weitzmann’s warning about the complex connection between faith and
history appears on page four of my first book, Truman, Palestine and the

Press: Shaping Conventional Wisdom at the Beginning of the Cold War,
which Greenwood published in 1992. In the years since, I’ve remained
deeply interested in the connections between faith and history. God’s Man

for the Gilded Age: D. L. Moody and the Rise of Modern Mass Evangelism,
published by Oxford in 2003, and my current research for Journalism and

the Meaning of America examine the intersection of religious history and
mass media history. 
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Whether a historian recognizes it or not, whether one has religious
faith or has no faith at all influences the way he or she understands and
explains history. The following roundtable of three prominent mass commu-
nication historians explores the connection between faith and historiogra-
phy.

Evensen: How has your faith informed your work as a journalism and mass
communication historian? 

Littlefield: I grew up culturally Christian at best, with a dad who was
anti-organized religion, and came to embrace the Christian faith as a
first-year undergraduate at Pepperdine University. I had been attracted
to the campus because of the journalism program, but as I met Chris -
tians who seemed to live their faith and who welcomed my questions, I
became intrigued. e Church of Christ tradition, as manifested at
Pepperdine, takes the Bible very seriously but also affirms the value of
the life of the mind. As part of its official affirmation statement, Pepper -
dine confirmed “that Truth, having nothing to fear from investigation,
should be pursued relentlessly in all disciplines.” us, from the very
be  ginning, my faith encouraged me to pursue truth wherever it led me.
I pursued truth as an investigative reporter. I pursue truth as a scholar
in religion. And I pursue truth — as best as it can be ascertained — in
researching religious and journalism history. 

Because I came to experience personal faith and formed a religious
worldview as a young adult, this helped me to see, perhaps more clearly
than those who grew up in a religious tradition, how one’s religious be -
lief or worldview intersected with and shaped one’s actions. I became
particularly fascinated with the ways people mixed secular and sacred
ideas. Religious belief or world views inform all aspects of culture, in -
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cluding media and politics, and I believe better understanding the how
of that helps us understand so much else in our world today. I also think
we cannot fully tell the stories of our communities, in the past or pres-
ent, if we do not consider how their worldview, be that religious or sec-
ular, frames their lives. My work focuses on these intersections between
religious faith, identity, politics, and journalism. 

Williams: I’ve studied commentary by American colonists about how
they used the press, and I discovered that one of their favorite uses was
to spread and serve religion. I’ve studied how the Puritans’ faith led to
our concept of media impartiality, and I quote scholars on Puritans’
religious concepts that led to our definition of what the press should
actually contain. For those of you under the popular, misplaced opinion
of the Puritans, you need to know that they believed (surprise!) that if
you didn’t hear all parties speaking on a matter of controversy, then you
couldn’t judge it correctly. ey felt that all sides had to be published
so that you wouldn’t accidentally overlook what God was trying to tell
you — and they practiced that, even to the point of the official church
press printing the opinion of those opposing official church doctrine.
Other scholars have said that Puritans studied “occurrences” (news
events) to try to interpret what God was telling them about how they
were living. I point out to my students that early newspapers didn’t fol-
low a specific format; some were about occurrences, but some were
about education (reprinting the entire encyclopedia, for instance) and
some were reader-driven (people wrote in questions, kind of like Dear
Abby). Newspapers decided collectively over time to follow the Puritan
model of “occurrences” as newspaper content. 

Ferré: e obvious way that my faith has affected my teaching and

Roundtable: How Faith Informs the Work of a JMC Historian

Volume 9 (2023). Number 4 27



research is in what I study. As a person raised in the Southern Baptist
Convention, married in the Episcopal Church, and settled in the Pres -
byterian Church (U.S.A.), I am fascinated by why people believe what
they believe. American religious media became the subject of two schol-
arly books: A Social Gospel for Millions: e Religious Bestsellers of Charles
Sheldon, Charles Gordon, and Harold Bell Wright and Channels of Belief:
Re ligion and American Commercial Television. And for much of my
career, I’ve been able to explore religious belief and expression in the
college classroom in courses such as Religion and Media, Mass Media
and Death, and Faith and Film.

In the spirit of the writer of the New Testament book of James who
said, “I will show you my faith by my works,” I am equally fascinated
in moral reasoning about communication behavior. Media ethics has
been the subject of my last four books, all co-authored or co-edited:
Public Relations & Ethics: A Bibliography; Good News: Social Eth ics and
the Press; Ethics for Public Communication: Defining Moments in Media
History; and Journalism’s Ethical Progression: A Twentieth-Century Jour -
ney. Most of my work in media ethics has been historical and de scrip -
tive, although I joined Clifford Christians and Mark Fackler in cham-
pioning communitarianism, which we consider an antidote to the ex -
cesses of individualism. In biblical terms, I am more of a chronicler than
an evangelist, although I acknowledge that one does bleed into the
other.

Evensen: How would you say your religious faith affects your view of histo-
ry?

Williams: In my very first class of my very first day as an undergrad at
a church-related college, my professor wrote on the board for a history
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class, “at which hath been is now; that which is to be hath already
been, and God requireth that which is past.” It’s from Ecclesiastes. I love
the idea of history being required. I don’t mean required in college (al -
though it should be!), but rather cosmically required of us in the great
scheme of the world. I connect that with my own belief that everyone
loves history; they just may not have found what type of history they
love yet. It seems deeply part of us as humans to want to understand his-
tory. On a practical level, we can see the need all the time to learn from
history — but I think it’s part of our very nature to try to understand
history. It’s how we were created, if you will. 

Littlefield: I would say my theological worldview makes me resistant to
Whig interpretations of history, that things are inevitably progressing,
or that we as humans can usher in the millennium or golden age; and
re sistant to a more negative, premillennial view that things are spiraling
downward and the end times are upon us. Many theologians — dating
back to the famous debates between Augustine and Pelagius — have
grappled with the question of whether humans are basically rubbish or
basically good. My reading aligns with Martin Luther’s, that we are
simultaneously sinners and saints. Christians must hold in dialectical
tension the truth that God created all of humanity in his own image,
i.e. we are basically good, with the truth that we are sinners. Recog -
nizing that tension helps me take every figure in history whom I re -
search on their own terms, in the context of their time, and seek to
understand the complexities and nuances of their thought and action.
In short, I would say my theological beliefs about human beings actu-
ally make me a better historian. 

Ferré: I pay special attention to religious dimensions of media history.
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Radio in the 1920s, for instance, was a medium of great social, econom-
ic, and political importance — but radio was also a fundamentalist-
modernist battlefield, with evangelists such as Paul Rader, pastor of the
Chicago Gospel Tabernacle, preaching biblical literalism and Harry
Emerson Fosdick, pastor of the inter-denominational Riverside Church
in New York, preaching progressive revelation. Religious movements
have always been socially influential, so I believe it is vital to understand
their involvement in media.

Evensen: In Christ and the Life of the Mind, Mark Noll describes faith
as a key to understanding history. He notes that every major theme of Chris -
tianity asks, “how the present relates to the past.” Noll cites the writing of
the Apostle Paul in the 15th chapter of 1 Corinthians, where Paul observes,
“everything that was written in the past was written to teach us.” How does
your own research in journalism and mass communication relate to Noll’s
point?

Ferré: A number of years ago I wrote a chapter about the first 35 years
of religious advertisements and public service announcements on
broad  cast television. It was a cautionary tale that concluded that reli-
gious television spots sometimes assisted fundraising and internal public
relations but had little effect on church growth or education. A year or
so after this chapter appeared in print, a representative from a mainline
Protestant denomination called to ask whether my research supported
this denomination’s plans to spend a million dollars on a national tele-
vision campaign to shore up its diminishing membership. I explained
my study and concluded, “Your money would be better spent feeding
the hungry.” e call ended shortly thereafter. e denomination con-
ducted its television campaign, and membership continued to decline.
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So yes, media history has lessons to offer the present. But discerning
how the past speaks to the present is often difficult — not to mention
the will to learn the lessons that media history has to offer.

Littlefield: Are you allowed to be a historian if you don’t think the past
has important lessons for the present? I am drawn here to Ecclesiastes,
that there is nothing new under the sun, it has all been done before.
And thus, understanding how human beings navigated tensions in the
past can help us learn from their mistakes and better deal with the pres-
ent. My current work is focused on the history of Christian nationalism
in the United States, as I am updating a book with Richard Hughes
called Christian America and the Kingdom of God. e updated edition
includes both religious and journalism history, specifically tracing how
conservative media have embraced and promoted Christian nationalism
today. at’s fairly recent history that can help people navigate the now. 

It’s the new chapter I wrote on the social gospel period that I think
is most helpful for understanding our current moment. ese progres-
sive Protestants were working for social reforms in the Gilded Age, and
many started their own periodicals both in advance of and alongside the
more secular muckrakers, who of course shared much of the social gos -
pels’ religious rhetoric. I argue that these leaders did significant good,
particularly in improving living conditions and helping to advance
labor rights. However, I also show how they were Christian nationalists,
and how belief in their own Anglo Protestant superiority caused them
to overlook or actively harm those who didn’t fit their tribe. 

In Taking America Back for God, Samuel Perry and Andrew White -
head’s sociological data show that nearly a third of Americans accom-
modate Christian nationalism because they want to see Christian values
shape public policy. ey, in turn, give cover to the 20% who are more
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aggressive ambassadors for Christian nationalism and want to see Chris -
tianity dominate the nation. I believe studying how Christian national-
ism corrupted the social gospel vision for installing God’s kingdom can
help the accommodators to better understand the dangers of this ideol-
ogy.

Evensen: Are the rules of evidence any different for research informed by
faith and research presumably informed by “rationality” and “reason” and
“scientific objectivity”? 

Williams: I think they are. I admit I’m irked when my students cite a
“scholarly” source where the argument is based entirely on faith. It
seems incomplete. However, I believe that the scientific method is
merely one way to understand the universe. It isn’t the only way. e
following example relates. So hang with me. In the TV show Young
Sheldon, Sheldon is a child genius laser-focused on science. His twin sis-
ter, Missy, is not nearly as smart. In one episode, the twins were being
studied by scientists, apparently to determine why Sheldon was a genius
and Missy was not. Sheldon easily passed the mathematical/scientific
problems. Missy struggled with them. en Sheldon was shown a pic-
ture of monkeys sitting on a living room couch, talking. He was asked
to describe what was going on. Sheldon brushed it off as impossible, as
real monkeys don’t sit on living room couches and talk. Missy, howev-
er, saw social relationships in vivid detail. She noted that the picture on
the wall of an old, wrinkled monkey was probably the grandmother
mon key, who was probably dead. A grown-up monkey was shooing a
child monkey out of the room, while other grown-up monkeys laughed,
probably because, as Missy guessed, a dirty joke was being told. She
went on pulling together all the social interactions into a bigger mean-
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ing. It really brought into focus that society values Sheldon’s scientific
genius while ignoring Missy’s social genius. To me it showed that some-
times reasoning scorned by the scientific method exhibits just as much
genius, but in another direction. It may seem to scientists that historians
are making leaps of faith when we interpret meaning, when actually his-
torians are working from historical evidence and using (shall I say) God-
given reasoning to figure out the greater meaning.

Littlefield: In one sense, no: Both should pursue truth where it leads
and follow the weight of evidence. However, not everything humans do
or experience is rational, objective, or scientifically measurable. I think
people of faith who leave room for mystery, including the possibility of
the supernatural, can actually better capture the nuance and complexity
of what a historical figure was thinking or doing. It’s critical, of course,
to take them in their own words and in their proper context. at is, if
a historical figure claims to have had a supernatural vision or performed
a miracle, we should not discount the possibility that he or she is telling
the truth. We would quote the primary source for the claim and present
all available evidence for and against, i.e. trust, but verify. I have read
re igious historians who deny the possibility of the supernatural, and
their own doubt comes across in their work. Here, an insistence on rea-
son alone might actually obscure the pursuit of truth. 

Ferré: As a scholar whose patron saint is Doubting omas, I believe
that the rules of qualitative and quantitative evidence are the same for
all researchers, whatever their religious faith. Anything else is propagan-
da.

Evensen: How do those of us who have a faith that informs our research of
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the past escape the criticism that what we are really doing is “religious apolo-
getics” with a “faith-based understanding” that only poses as historical re -
search? 

Ferré: All scholars, whether they are religious or not, are subject to the
academic standards of their field of research. Submitting one’s work to
peer-reviewed conferences and journals — the traditional method of
certifying one’s work within a diverse community of scholars — should
screen out unsupported presuppositions and claims. e work of a me -
dia historian who presents research at AEJMC and AJHA and publishes
in American Journalism and Journalism History will easily fend off
charges of writing religious apologetics.

at is not to say that historical research isn’t interpretive. All social
research is. But research that passes muster in our system of peer review
is hardly rationalization. Peer-reviewed scholarship is subject to further
scrutiny and criticism, of course, but it deserves consideration. Its value
depends upon the quality of its evidence and reasoning, not on the reli-
giosity of its author.

Williams: Even though I’ve studied, lectured on, and written about re -
ligious topics in media history, no one has ever called me a religious
apologist, either in secular or religious universities. Maybe if you are
careful to use and cite actual historical evidence, you escape such criti-
cism.

Littlefield: Sadly, there are pseudo historians out there who are doing
“religious apologetics.” Moreover, they are cherry picking historical nar-
ratives to fit their preconceived notions of the past and that best suit the
ideological commitments they are promoting. I think we respond best
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here by doing good, nuanced work that tells the complete story — the
good, bad, and ugly — of where the evidence leads us. 

Evensen: Hesiod’s eogony, written 700 years before the Common Era,
attempted to synthesize the study of Greek myths and gods. Isn’t the role of
religious faith in understanding history really a very old tradition that has
long helped us better understand that history? 

Littlefield: As religious faith has always been an aspect of the human
condition, at least since recorded history began, it has always been a cru-
cial part of telling the story of humanity.

Williams: Someone once challenged me as an undergrad that some
interpretations of history were “emotional.” I said, “Emotions are a part
of history!” And that’s so. Much of what humankind has done has been
based on emotions. e same is true for religion and faith. Much of
what humankind has done over the course of time has been based on
religion and faith. ey’re part of history! It is certainly possible for
someone who isn’t religious to study the religious basis of actions in the
past. However, a good historian needs to avoid reducing religious peo-
ple in history to stereotypes or suppressing them under modern stances.
For example, early pamphlets told Europeans of the many Native
Americans who had been converted to Christianity. ose pamphlets
caused a great deal of interest in European settlement of the New
World. Some today want to complain that the intent to convert natives
showed insensitivity and even cruelty, but people who came over as mis-
sionaries to the Indians sincerely believed that they were saving a race
hitherto damned because they didn’t know Christ. I don’t believe
Native Americans were ever damned for that reason, but that was a sin-
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cere belief among Christians of the day, and we need to see their mo -
tives as sincere, even though flawed.

Evensen: As a journalism and mass communication historian how have
you operationalized Augustine’s assertion that “I believe so that I may better
un derstand” that was reinforced by Anselms’s 11th-century definition of re -
search as “a faith seeking understanding.” 

Williams: Historical research always involves faith of some sort (reli-
gious or secular) that we can find truth. After all, faith is the substance
of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen (says Hebrews).

Littlefield: My faith tradition affirms that God is big enough for our
questions, even if the answer, on this side of the veil at least, is he is
God, and we are not. As a historian specializing in journalism and reli-
gion, my aim is to seek to understand the fullness of the human condi-
tion, including all that motivates human beings in their thoughts and
actions. For many of us in this roundtable, we have researched people
who sincerely believed God was directing them in service to his people
and for his kingdom, and we have studied how they used forms of me -
dia to spread their message. We have noted where they succeeded, and
where they failed. We have sought to understand them fully, on their
own terms, even as we could never objectively say whether God was in -
volved at all. is to me is a form of faith seeking understanding. 

Ferré: I haven’t thought of my scholarship in terms of “faith seeking
understanding” before, but I suppose that Anselm of Canterbury’s defi-
nition of theology does have parallels to my own historical project. In -
sofar as I believe that the media are central to religious life, my studies
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could be considered ways of discovering different dimensions of their
historical significance.

Evensen: e University of British Columbia has created a central data-
base of religion in history that has grown to more than 1,000 published
articles written by more than 500 scholars. Does this suggest there is a grow-
ing understanding in the academy of the importance of religious faith as an
element in better understanding the past?

Ferré: e study of religious history has a long and storied tradition,
but the study of religion and media is much more recent. But your
point is applicable even to this newer focus. For example, Peter Hors -
field’s sweeping history of Christianity and media, From  Jesus to the
Internet (Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), was reviewed in disparate scholarly
publications including  Communication Research Trends,  Com mun i -
cation, Politics & Culture,  Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Televi -
sion,  Journal of Communication & Religion, and  Journalism & Mass
Com  munication Quarterly.

Littlefield: I would actually argue that any perception that religious
faith didn’t matter much to understanding the past was a brief blip in
the long historical record. As your question about eogony illustrates,
as long as there has been a historical record, historians have attempted
to document the religious beliefs of humankind. As societies grappled
with Modernization and the role religious faith would continue to play
in the contemporary world, sociologists of religion, and thus also histo-
rians, may have leaned too hard into secularization theories that we
were on an inevitable path toward privatizing all faith and moving to -
ward purely secular societies. When this theory was in vogue, particu-
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larly in the 1970s and 1980s, historians maybe paid less attention to the
faith motivations of their subjects. But this left scholars blind to the
ways religious belief was persisting, and sometimes radicalizing in dan-
gerous ways. Peter Berger, who once trumpeted this secularization the-
sis, shifted in the last years of his scholarship toward promoting reli-
gious pluralism as the real key to understanding contemporary society.
e very persistence of religion, and its ongoing role for better and for
worse in global affairs, demonstrates the need to understand its histori-
cal development. 

Williams: It’s inspirational that the list has grown. Maybe now, when
more people are questioning religion, scholars are also seeing the need
to ask questions about religion, and that is another avenue of under-
standing. 

Evensen, Ferré, Littlefield, and Williams

Historiography in Mass Communication38

CLICK HERE
TO RETURN
TO TABLE OF
CONTENTS



Brooke Kroeger, a professor emerita at New York
University, is the author of a number of books

that have received national recognition. NPR in 1994
named her Nellie Bly: Daredevil, Reporter, Feminist a
Best Book of the Year. She has published five other
books, including  Fannie: The Talent for Success of

Writer Fannie Hurst (1998, a St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Best Books of the Year); Passing: When People Can’t

Be Who They Are (2003, a St. Louis Post-Dispatch Best
Books of the Year); Undercover Reporting: The Truth

About De ception (2012, a finalist for the Frank Luther Mott Re search Award
from Kappa Tau Alpha); and The Suf fragents: How Women Used Men to

Get the Vote (Gold Medal in U.S. His tory in the 2018 Independent Publisher
Book Awards and a finalist for the 2018 Sally and Morris Lasky Prize of the
Center for Political History). Her latest book is Undaunted: How Women

Changed American Journalism.

Historiography: Tell us a little about your family background — where
you were born and grew up, your education, and so forth.

Kroeger: I grew up in Kansas City with a large, close extended family.
I have two younger brothers, no longer young but both accomplished.
e older of the two is an educator and ordained rabbi; the younger, a
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software designer and musician who is well-known in the rarefied com-
munity of jazz and blues harmonicists. My indefatigable father, who
wrote unpublished pot-boilers, ran a number of small retail businesses
without success. My mother became a real estate agent after she turned
50 and loved her work. 

I chose Boston University for college because, in 1967, it was far
from home and one of two known places in the Northeast corridor to
study journalism. I minored in political science. On graduation in
1971, I went directly to Columbia to the graduate journalism school,
which then still carried Joseph Pulitzer’s name. I was in the class of
1971-72.

I’ve been married twice, divorced once, and widowed in 2021. I
claim three children, the youngest of whom I bore, and seven grandchil-
dren ages 12 to 24.

Historiography: What did you do professionally before going into teach-
ing?

Kroeger: I married the first time, mid-year while at Columbia, at age
22. e spring of 1972 after Columbia graduation, knowing we would
soon be moving, I took a job as the entire staff of a 24-page shopper
called Town & Village, which covered Stuyvesant Town and Peter
Cooper Village. Shortly after we arrived in Chicago in the early fall, the
AP hired me on a three-month vacation relief arrangement. When that
ended, the bureau chief kindly advocated for me for a full-time job at
the city’s UPI bureau, where I started in January 1973. I replaced the
formidable Anne Keegan, whom the Chicago Tribune had just hired.
I’ve often been asked if I felt like a pioneer in those days, but the answer
is no. e Vietnam draft loomed for all eligible young men. So that and
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the discrimination that legal actions against Newsweek, Time, Life, Look,
e New York Times, e Washington Post, the Washington Times, the
De troit Free-Press, Readers Digest and so on, meant opportunity for wo -
men had  widened, much in the way it did during both world wars. 

I loved working in Chicago. Beyond the usual reporting duties, I
learned to write Big Ten roundups and short college game stories
(“Brooke: You cannot make a rebound”), covered the gubernatorial
campaign of 1976, and have a permanent reminder in stretch marks of
the three painful hours I stood — eight months pregnant — for an
address at the Medina Temple from presidential hopeful Jimmy Carter
at 8:30 pm on September 9, 1976. After I filed, I yielded, and was
granted desk duty for the remaining few weeks to term. I was on the
election team — so heady — and felt sure I could make it to that first
Tuesday in November, but Brett came on her due date of October 27,
and the nurse called in to my bureau chief to say I would not be in
because I was in labor. My husband had already left for his new assign-
ment in Brussels, where I arrived three weeks later from Kansas City,
where I had gone to stay with my parents three days after Brett’s birth.
As her passport declared, “Height: 1 foot, six inches.”  UPI promised
me a job in Brussels as soon as I was ready to return. With accrued vaca-
tion, I cobbled together four months of maternity leave and started
work in UPI’s Brussels bureau and European headquarters in March
1977.

Brussels was dull, except for the Moluccan siege in Holland and the
Shaba war in then Zaire, which we covered mostly by phone. For me,
the quiet job was very helpful with a newborn and a husband always on
the road. Chapeaus off to the Belgians for their social net; daycare was
remarkable and utterly affordable, even on a UPI salary. None of my
friends with babies back home could even imagine the luck I was having
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in being able to manage work and an infant, nor were most ready to
bear children. Over my eight years abroad, there were men with chil-
dren with wives at home to care for them, plenty of single women, but
I was the only woman working as a journalist among us who had a
child. 

Luckily, by December, UPI decided to move its Europe, Middle
East, Africa Division headquarters from Brussels to London, where the
news flow was constant. I reported and edited for the next two years
during the administration of Margaret atcher. In August 1979, the
company transferred me to Tel Aviv to prepare to become bureau chief
as my predecessor left for Washington. My years in the Middle East,
1979-83, included the finalizing of the Camp David Accords, the Israeli
invasion of Lebanon, almost daily Palestinian uprisings, the aggressive
establishing of Israeli settlements in the occupied territories, the Sabra
and Shatilla massacre and judicial reckoning, the assassination of Anwar
Sadat, the death of Moshe Dayan, the blowing up by Israel of Iraq’s
nuclear reactor (We beat the competition by forty-five minutes on that
story. It was a very proud day for the bureau), and the Israeli hand-back
of the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt, not in that order. ere were so many
major stories and the almost unfathomable after Brussels and London:
weather so perfect it never spoiled plans. No one even mentioned it. 

In 1983, I was called back to London (as the company was falling
apart, let’s just acknowledge) to become division editor, responsible for
the 100 correspondents and large UPI stringer network from London
to Johannesburg to Moscow. A year later, in August 1984, as UPI went
into more complete freefall, Newsday hired me. I was remarrying at the
time, and we thought New York was not an option for us; so I turned
down the offer of foreign editor. en, when New York indeed began
to make the most sense in the long run, we changed our minds and
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Newsday now offered me the UN correspondent position, which I glad-
ly accepted.  After eight years abroad, foreign news was familiar turf but
not New York City. It had been so long since I had been back home, I
didn’t even know what e Gong Show was. And I was glad we could
settle in the city and not in the middle of Long Island. 

At just about that time, after a year at the UN, New York Newsday
was starting up and needed experienced women editors. I was called
upon to become an editor at the “tabloid in a tutu” and was named one
of two deputy metropolitan editors. Newsday was a great paper at the
time and New York Newsday a grand experiment, but neither turned out
to be the right fit for me after having run a third of the world for one
glorious year. I resigned in December 1984 and freelanced for maga-
zines for about three years before the idea for the Nellie Bly book
emerged. at work took three years; Fannie, which followed immedi-
ately, took five. I completed the manuscript in 1998, just as the oppor-
tunity to become a visiting professor at NYU came up. I applied and
was chosen, and then, two years later, applied for a tenure-track associ-
ate professor position on a three-year track, two years of which I had
already fulfilled and thus went up for tenure the following year. Fannie
was published in August 1999. So, although I had been working on the
book for years before NYU was in my sights, its publication date meant
it counted on the tenure clock. e attention Nellie had received earlier
also worked in my favor. Plus, I took to teaching in a big way.

Historiography: Where, and what courses, have you taught?

Kroeger: I have only taught at NYU. My years of service were twenty-
two, from 1998 to 2020, with six (2005-2011) as department chair and
founding director of the Arthur L. Carter Journalism Institute. My last
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year on the active full-time faculty, 2020-21, was a sabbatical. 
I love to teach skills. In the early years, I taught feature writing and

the initial reporting class to graduate students in the Literary Reportage
program and to those in Cultural Reporting and Criticism. I also taught
a seminar in the literature of undercover reporting. For more than a
decade, I guided the year-long senior Honors seminar for undergradu-
ates, during which top students with the requisite GPA devote them-
selves to reporting and writing a senior thesis of up to 10,000 words in
length. 

I created GloJo, for Global and Joint Program Studies, the (still
unique) global journalism program, which splits a two-year graduate
studies MA between journalism and eight different academic area stud-
ies graduate programs plus international relations. For years I taught the
thesis preparation course in the third of their four semesters as the
GloJos completed their reporting. GloJo masters degree candidates
spend the full two years in the program working on their thesis require-
ment; the undergraduate honors students, two semesters. But the GloJo
efforts always involve a summer between years one and two for report-
ing from abroad. I advised as many as seven or eight of my students
one-on-one for this requirement each year as well. 

Where’s the history, you might wonder? My courses generally
required a major archival component. A favorite of mine was “A Lot
about a Plot,” which involved a semester’s worth of reporting to pro-
duce a 3,000-word narrative based on primary sources. Students were
required to track the history of a numbered plot of New York City land
to before its first-built origins — “back to grassland,” as we put it. As
much as students balked at this assignment, and they often did, I am
gratified by the number of thank-you notes received years after the fact
when they were pleased to know how to mine off-line historical archives
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and real estate records in their work as professionals. 
Oh yes, and I once taught a course in Writing Lives. Enrollment

was small; so we never of fered it again, but it was potent. Several of the
50-page biographies produced in that class saw publication of one kind
or another. e author Kate Bolick was in that class, writing about
Neith Boyce; so was Carol Lee of NBC News, with a fine piece on Bella
Abzug. 

Historiography: Tell us about your background in history: When did you
first get interested in historical research? How did your education prepare
you to be a historian? etc.

Kroeger: I blush to dare to think of myself as anything more than a
reporter who loves the archives and likes to go deep and fresh. As an his-
torian, if the term even applies, I’m self-taught. e impetus to do this
kind of work emanated from the decision to write a biography of Nellie
Bly, knowing from my initial survey of the resources known to be avail-
able that there seemed to be very little primary material. I took that as
a challenge. Quickly, I learned I not only possessed die Kraft zu sitzen
but relished the opportunity to engage in the hunt for what was thought
to be unfindable. I described this in some detail in Historiography’s May
2023 issue. [Ed. note: at issue of Historiography is available on our
journal’s website at this address: http://history-
jmc.com/2023_Issues_files/vol.%209%202%20Historiography2.pdf].

To me, engagement in the act of investigation and discovery is
about as exciting and fulfilling as life gets. I credit my reporting years
with however poorly or well I do this work. e immediacy of wire serv-
ice work teaches one to be able to long for the opportunity to do what
really needs to be done: taking perhaps another six months; perhaps
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another six years. But this happens just as obligation and the assignment
demand the harsh adjustment of that timeline to the six hours or some-
times six minutes to get the story out. It’s surprisingly useful training
for when the opportunity to go long and deep at last presents itself. 

Historiography: Who or what have been the major influences on your his-
torical outlook and work?

Kroeger: Robert Caro, Jill Lepore, Scott Berg’s Max Perkins, just to
name a few. I admire and have learned from many AJHA colleagues as
well, including but by no means limited to those on whose work and/or
guidance I have most directly relied: David Abrahamson, Jinx Brous -
sard, Kathy Roberts Forde, Tracy Lucht, Carolyn Kitch, Linda Lums -
den, Kim Mangum, Jane Mar cellus, Jane Rhodes, Linda Steiner, and
Kim Todd.

Historiography: What are the main areas or ideas on which you concen-
trate your historical work?

Kroeger: e evolution of women’s place in history through the lens of
their place in the culture as writers or journalists; the role of men in
women’s advancement; the examination of the discomfort that decep-
tion creates for what would or could be considered good and reasonable
purpose.    

Historiography: Summarize for us the body of work — books, journal
articles, and so forth — that you have done related to history.

Kroeger: All of it, really. Nellie, as described in the May 2023 issue of
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this journal; Fannie, whose years (1885-1968) slightly overlap with
Nellie’s but extend to a high point in second-wave feminism (I’ve been
interviewed about this for the fall-winter 2023 issue of Le Temps des
médias); Passing: When People Can’t Be Who ey Are grew out of my
work on Fannie Hurst’s Imitation of Life and the real-time response to
the book and films from scholars Black and white; Undercover Reporting
takes this controversial field back to 1820 with its unearthing of major
investigations long lost to history; e Suffragents excavated (not alto-
gether popularly, but what I wrote was truth) the buried but critical role
of men in the struggle of women to win the vote; and this past May,
Un daunted: How Women Changed American Journalism, a representa-
tive history of women at the top of the profession — specifically those
who served in what have long been considered the most coveted men’s
roles — from 1840 to the present.

Historiography: Of the books and articles you have written, from which
ones did you get the most satisfaction?

Kroeger: Nellie because of the place in the work of others it has contin-
ued to hold over the past thirty years, and Undaunted because of the
early response it has been receiving.

Historiography: We realize that it is difficult to judge one’s own work —
and that the most accomplished people are often the most modest — but if
you had to summarize your most important contributions to the field of
JMC (journalism/mass communication) history, what would they be?

Kroeger: See just above, with the requisite embarrassment at even being
so considered. Undaunted has for the first time for me a notable reliance
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on the work of others. ere are, however, several scoops, e.g., see Anne
O’Hare McCormick’s Pulitzer, the chapter on “Power Coupling,” great
heretofore unknown characters such as Edith Evans Asbury and Ann
Stringer, and Jill Abramson’s latter-day reflections on her dismissal. e
use of the chronological continuum as the book’s organizing structure
also gives rise to new reflections, I think. At least it did for me.

My previous works all put a hard downbeat on the presentation of
previously unexplored primary material with the attendant hope of in -
troducing new knowledge and information and of generating new
prisms through which to reach understandings. 

Historiography: As you look back over your career, if you could do any-
thing differently, what would it be?

Kroeger: at’s easy: I wish I would have had the sense, even at 41, to
apply to a Ph.D. program when I began to work on Nellie. My disser-
tation would have been well under way. Alas. 

Historiography: Tell us about your “philosophy of history” (of historical
study in general or of JMC history in particular) or what you think are the
most important principles for studying history.

Kroeger: As I’ve said before to Historiography, leave no stone unturned;
will success where it seems impossible; privilege primary over secondary
sources; cast the widest possible net for new resources; conduct inter-
views as soon as feasible as life is fragile; honor chronology, which has
so much to teach; then go follow the trail of amassed material every-
where it leads.
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Historiography: What do you think we in JMC history need to be doing
to improve the status of JMC history in (1) JMC education and (2) the
wider field of history in general?

Kroeger: To “improve the status,” in these crazy times, likely means
finding ways to extend the visibility of the work in as many ways as pos-
sible. I note the success of the Journalism History podcast as a means of
ex tending reach to targeted audiences and classrooms. Identifying and
executing a few ideas such as that might be a great help. Is it available
through all the academic and open databases? at would be a start if
it’s not already in place….
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The Most Comprehensive
Textbook on JMC History

The Age of Mass Communicationprovides a comprehensive history ofthe various fields of mass mediaand the changes they brought about. It offers students a know ledge -able and thoughtful survey of the events, people, andprocesses that shaped the development of the mass media.Beginning with mass communication’s faint origins in pre-historic times, it details the story from Gutenberg’s inven-tion up to the present revolution that the Internet andother technology have made. Its special attention to histori-cal context gives students a broad perspective on the cultur-al setting of mass communication.The authors’ use of primary sources for their researchassures a fair, balanced, unprejudiced account of the historyof mass communication.Yet it is one of the very lowest-cost textbooks for thefield. Its suggested retail price is only $43.95.
A teacher’s manual is available when you adopt the book. It con-
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Jon Marshall was a runner-up for the American Jour -
nalism Historians Association’s 2023 award for the
best book of 2022 for his work Clash: Presidents and

the Press in Times of Crisis. He’s also the author of
Watergate’s Legacy and the Press: The Investigative

Im   pulse. An associate professor of journalism at
North   western University, he received his MSJ degree
at Northwestern’s Medill School of Journalism.

Historiography: Give us a brief summary of your
book.

Marshall: Clash: Presidents and the Press in Times of
Crisis examines the history of the relationship be -
tween the news media and presidents from the
founding of the United States to the start of Joe

Biden’s term. It seeks to answer two basic research questions: How did
the nation reach its present tumultuous and often dysfunctional inter-
actions between journalists and the White House, and what was truly
unprecedented and what was precedented about Donald Trump’s rela-
tionship with the press? It looks specifically at the administrations of ten
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presidents: John Adams, Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, Franklin
Roosevelt, Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, George W.
Bush, Barack Obama, and Trump. I chose these ten because I think
they tell us the most about how the dynamics between the White House
and journalists have changed through the years. 

Historiography: How did you get the idea for your book?

Marshall: In one sense, I owe the idea for this book to my dad. When
I was five years old, my family was spending a week in San Diego during
the summer of 1968 when he learned that Republican presidential
nominee Richard Nixon was in town. He thought it would be a good
experience for my older brother and me to meet Nixon, so we walked
to the hotel where he was staying and waited outside hoping that he
would come out. Sure enough, a few minutes later the future president
walked out the door, and my dad shouted, “Hello, Mr. Nixon, come
meet my family.” Nixon came over, shook our hands, and exchanged a
few pleasantries. And so began my fascination with presidents, which
only deepened a few years later when I watched the Senate Watergate
hearings with my mom and saw how Nixon — who had seemed like
such a nice person — was getting into big trouble. Largely because of
these childhood experiences, once I became a journalism historian, I
focused mostly on presidents and the news media, including my first
book, Wa tergate’s Legacy and the Press: e Investigative Impulse. 

en in early 2017 I watched as the newly elected Donald Trump
continuously shocked people with how he handled the press — calling
reporters “enemies of the American people” and “terrible people,” cir-
cumventing the White House press corps by making major announce-
ments via Twitter, blatantly lying about the size of his inauguration
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crowd, and much more. I wanted to examine the historical forces that
led us to this point and determine how much of Trump’s relationship
with the press was truly unprecedented and how much actually had
precedent. And I wanted to do it in a way that was both scholarly rig-
orous and accessible to readers with a general interest in the media, his-
tory, and politics. 

Historiography: What was the state of the historical literature about the
topic at the time you began work on your book?

Marshall: Of course, a tremendous amount of historical research has
been done on individual presidents. And there has been a lot of work
on the history of political journalism in general such as Donald A.
Ritchie’s excellent Reporting from Washington: e History of the Wash -
ington Press Corps, published in 2005. Less historical literature ex isted
from recent years on the nexus between presidents and the press. James
E. Pollard’s e Presidents and the Press was published in 1947, John
William Tebbel and Sarah Miles Watts’ e Press and the Pres idency:
From George Washington to Ronald Reagan came out in 1985, and Bri -
gitte Lehens Nacos’ e Press, Presidents and Crises was issued in 1990.
I thought it would be useful to update this existing scholarship and try
to connect the dots from the nation’s founding to the present day.
While I was working on Clash, Harold Holzer’s e Presidents vs. e
Press was published; it’s a terrific book that has a less narrative approach
than mine does. 

Historiography: Tell us about the research you did for your book: What
were your sources, how did you research your book, how long did you spend,
and so forth?
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Marshall: I started by studying the existing literature while I began to
dig into different archives. I examined stories and other material from
more than 90 different media outlets including newspapers, pamphlets
magazines, TV broadcasts, radio shows, news websites and social media
feeds. I also used the archives of the presidential libraries, the Library of
Congress, C-SPAN, and the National Archives. It was also fun to read
the memoirs and biographies of presidents, their aides, and journalists
who covered them. 

Overall, it took me four years to research and write Clash plus an -
other 15 months to see it through the editing and publication process. 

Historiography: Besides the sources you used, were there any others you
wish you had been able to examine?

Marshall: Because of COVID, I was only able to visit one presidential
archive — George W. Bush’s in Dallas — in person. e other presi-
dential archives have a wealth of material online, but I wish I could have
physically spent time in them as well as those for some of the journal-
ists.

Historiography: Based on your research for the book, what would you ad -
vise other historians in our field about working with sources?

Marshall: When researching history that involves presidents, I think
it’s especially important to keep in mind that our sources could be prac-
ticing political spin, whether it be in their letters, memos, speeches or
any other written or oral material. Of course, we need to be wary of the
potential that sources could be fudging the truth in any kind of history
we do, but the likelihood is especially high with politics. is necessi-
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tates trying to find multiple sources that will corroborate what hap-
pened.

Historiography: What were the challenges you faced in researching your
book?

Marshall: Probably my biggest challenge was deciding what not to in -
clude. I chose a topic that spanned more than two centuries, and there
was a tremendous amount of material that could have fit within it. I
chose to focus on the relationships of ten presidents with the press, but
others — among them omas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, eodore
Roosevelt, and John F. Kennedy — are certainly worthy of close exam-
ination. My publisher gave me a word limit, however, and even though
I went a bit over it, I didn’t want to go too far over. e initial drafts of
each of my chapters were at least three times as long as the final versions
because I had to, as the old saying goes, kill many of my darlings. And
I’m glad that I was forced to make some tough choice because I think
it made the book more readable in the end. 

My other major challenge was to figure out when to finish my re -
searching and writing. I originally intended to finish the project in No -
vember 2020, right after the presidential election ended. But as we all
know, Trump continued to contest the election results, and I didn’t
think I could adequately complete the book until that was resolved, or
at least until Biden was inaugurated. As a result, I missed my deadline
by a couple of months. 

Historiography: Is it possible to get too close to a research subject? How do
historians maintain their neutrality of viewpoint when conducting and
interpreting research?
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Marshall: Yes, I think it’s human nature for us to have emotions,
whether positive or negative, conscious or unconscious, about the peo-
ple and events we study. As I was researching and writing Clash, I felt
like I was getting to know the different presidents as people and thought
about which ones I’d most like to invite to a party (definitely Roosevelt
for his cocktail-making ability, Lincoln and Reagan for their jokes, and
perhaps even Nixon for his piano playing) and those with whom I
would not want to spend time (Wilson was at the top of that list). I be -
lieve as historians we need to be honest with ourselves that we can have
pre-conceived biases and still absolutely be committed toward following
the evidence where it leads us and trying to keep an open mind when
we interpret what we found. My perspective on several of the presidents
certainly changed the more research I did. But I do think it’s OK —
and I realize this could be controversial — for historians to have view-
points as long as we are staying true to the facts and are willing to
change our interpretations as we encounter new evidence. 

Historiography: What new insights does your book provide?

Marshall: Clash highlights how many of the presidents who have been
most successful at getting their agendas into law — for example FDR
with his New Deal legislation, Reagan with his tax cuts, Obama with
the Affordable Care Act — effectively took advantage of the latest com-
munications technology to bypass the gatekeepers of the White House
press corps to take their messages directly to the public. e most suc-
cessful presidents also tended to maintain cordial and respectful rela-
tionships with individual reporters.

Some of my favorite insights were about moments that illustrated
the ways different presidents related to the press. ere was John Adams
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joining a water brigade to put out a fire in the home of an editor who
regularly pummeled him in print, Abe Lincoln allowing Frederick
Douglass to cut to the front of the line of people wanting to meet with
him, Franklin Roosevelt discussing strategy with Edward R. Murrow
over beers late at night after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and George
W. Bush serving chocolate birthday cake to Rush Limbaugh. I tried to
in clude as many anecdotes such as these to show the kinds of relation-
ships the presidents had with journalists.

Historiography: What findings most surprised you?

Marshall: I originally was not planning to write a chapter focusing on
Bill Clinton, but the more research I did, the more I realized his time
in the White House was a turning point in the relationship between
presidents and the press. e World Wide Web came of age during his
administration, while Fox and MSNBC joined CNN in providing 24-
hour cable news. As a result, Clinton’s White House had to be ready
every second of every day to respond to something that might pop up
in the news. We entered the age of instant personalized communica-
tion, allowing people to constantly have a choice of what content to
consume, which changed everything. During Clinton’s presidency, we
also saw the growth of a coordinated opposition that used multiple me -
dia — television, talk radio, newspapers, magazines, and the web — to
attack the president, which is a phenomenon that continues to intensi-
fy. 

Historiography: What advice would you give to people in our field who
are considering doing a book in JMC history?
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Marshall: If you are like me, you’ll be thinking about your book con-
stantly and working on it every spare hour; so it should be about a sub-
ject that you truly love. I also encourage writers to think about when in
the day they work best and setting aside those hours for working on the
book and nothing else. During my writing hours, I turned off my
phone, didn’t check my email, and told my family to only bother me if
there was a fire. 

Historiography: Is there anything else that you would like to share?

Marshall: I am truly grateful to the community of media historians,
which has been a constant source of ideas, support, and encouragement.
Most of what I know about media history comes from attending the
sessions of the American Journalism Historians Association and the
History Division of the Association for Education in Journalism and
Mass Communication, along with reading journals such Historiography
in Mass Communication. I deeply appreciate the work you do and thank
you for the opportunity to share my experiences with Clash. 
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NOTE: This is the seventh article in our series “How
Me  dia History Matters,” dealing with the significance
that the mass media have had in American history. We
think the series will appeal especially to historians who
believe historical claims need evidence to support
them. It’s easy, someone has said, to suggest explana-
tions if one doesn’t have to worry about facts.

It will become clear as we publish more essays
that many ways exist to justify JMC’s historical impor-
tance. One mono lithic explanation won’t work. David

Sloan’s essay focuses on the media’s role in helping to form public opinion.

As the year 1798 came to an end, Federalist politicians looked to
the new year with foreboding. eir party was locked in a battle

with their Republican opponents that both sides be lieved would deter-
mine the nature of the new American na tion. In the year just closing,
the Federalists, in control of the national government, had succeeded in
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passing the oppressive Sedition Act. Perhaps it would work in silencing
the opposi tion. Still, the Federalists feared for the future. e Republi -
cans yet might find a way to spread their radical views through their
newspapers to the general populace. “Give to any set of men the com-
mand of the press,” Judge Alexander Addi son wrote with worry on New
Year’s Day of 1799, “and you give them the command of the country,
for you give them the com mand of public opinion, which commands
ev erything.”1 Should Republicans succeed at corrupting public opin-
ion, what could result but despotism? Federalists wondered. “Of such
force is public opinion,” Addison had written earlier during the furor
over passage of the Sedition Act, “that, with it on its side, the worst gov-
ernment will sup port itself, and, against it, the best government will
fall.”2

Federalists by 1799 had come to realize a fact that had been at the
essence of American public life almost since the first colonists had
stepped ashore in the early 1600s. Public opin ion — that is, in its sim-
plest terms, the views and sentiments of the citizenry — was the basis
for public policy, and the printing press was the means that provided a
forum for that public opin ion. Since then and throughout American
history, many of our fundamental con cepts about the mass media have
arisen from a belief in the importance of public opinion. at belief
served as the basis for thinking on the press in the colonial period, and
it has con tinued as a key consideration up to the present.

One does not have to think on the topic for long before rec ognizing
that a respect for public opinion is essential to Amer ican views about
public affairs. e importance attached to public opinion historically
grew out of a respect for the value of the individual. In the areas of life
touching on public affairs, that respect grew from both religious and
political roots. 
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Much of what came to be a distinctive American view about the
role of the individual resulted from English Protestant thinking. Chris -
tians believed that God considered individuals impor tant, so much so
that He had allowed His own divine Son to die for them. Even though
Catholics also held that dogma, with Protestants it gave rise to a belief
not only in the spiritual worth of each individual but in his earthly im -
portance also. In contrast to Catholics, Protestants also postulated that
individ ual believers could communicate directly with God without go -
ing through a mediator. If God, Protestants argued, had placed such
importance on individuals, must not human beings do the same? at
belief resulted in a deep respect for the be liefs and opinions of individ-
uals. 

Furthermore, God had re vealed Himself directly to the human race
through the Holy Bible. at meant that people had an obligation to
be come lit erate so that they could read His word, and printing became
important because it provided a means of making copies of the Scrip -
ture available to individuals. Such ideas affected human existence not
only in religious matters but in secular ones also.

In political thinking, the ideas that grew out of the works of such
men as omas Hobbes and John Locke3 implicitly sprang from a be -
lief in public opinion as the foundation of a proper governmental sys-
tem. e importance attached to the role of public opinion rested ulti-
mately on a respect for the worth of individual human beings. In the
arena of public af fairs, such thinking led unalterably to the conclusion
that a po litical system must be based on public debate.

at conclusion led directly to the recognition that in a so ciety in
which affairs were to be debated there must be a means through which
the debate could be carried on. In a society that was large or dispersed,
it was physically impossible for issues to be contested face-to-face
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among the debaters. A more acces sible forum was needed, and that
forum was provided by the printing press. In today’s America, the for -
um is more likely to be television, but the principle remains the same.

Prior to the debate about the nature of the political system that
took place after the adoption of the United States Constitu tion in 1788,
the ground work already had been laid for the eventual triumph of pub-
lic opinion. America’s earliest settlers began their communities with the
assumption that public af fairs had to be discussed publicly. at atti-
tude, which the Pu ritans and other settlers brought with them from
England, seems to have been a distinctive feature of English-speaking
people. For public discussion, colonists turned to the printing press —
through pamphlets, broadsides, and newspapers — as the best means of
providing a forum.

Different groups among early Americans held differing degrees of
re spect for public discussion; but, whatever their dif ferences, the social
and political circumstances prevailing in the colonies ultimately made it
impossible for any group to ig nore public opinion. e Puritan settlers
of Massachusetts, for instance, began their thinking with the assump-
tion that every one was of value in the eyes of God and that, therefore,
all be lievers should have the right to express their opinion. rough a
variety of circumstances they had been able to set up a com monwealth
relatively absent of the influence of the British crown and Anglican
authority, thus assuring a freer society than would have been possible
otherwise. 

When, however, royal control was asserted over their colony in the
1680s, the conflict created a situation in which both sides had to accept
the pres ence of opposing opinion. e Puritans’ tradition of free dom of
expression and the political power that they had been able to gain in the
absence of royal rule made it impossible for British authorities to silence
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their views. On the other hand, the force of British authority provided
a safe arena for the Puri tans’ op ponents to express their views as well.

Situations similar to that in Massachusetts existed in var ious de -
grees throughout the colonies. e ultimate effect was that the clash of
competing groups, in which neither group wielded total power, created
conditions in which all groups had to accept the fact that their oppo-
nents’ views could be expressed publicly. In some, if not most, instances
that acceptance was made grudgingly. When it was possible to do so,
some groups went so far as to suppress opposing views. at circum-
stance can be seen clearly during the intense period surrounding the
American Revolution. Radical Patriots, by intimidation and appeal to
public passion, were able to silence most Tory news papers and speakers.
Ideological passions also ran high dur ing the early national years of the
American republic. It was during that period, however — from the
adoption of the Constitu tion through the first decade of the 19th cen-
tury — that the assumption that ideological debates had to be fought
out in the public forum gained firm acceptance.

THE PRESS AND PARTY POLITICS, 1789-1816

Because of the democratic nature of the American political system, early
party leaders recog nized the necessity of appeal ing to public opinion if
their con cepts were to be the ones to shape the nation’s political ideals.
e primary means that they turned to mold public opin ion was the
press. Because deci sions crucial to the na ture of the American po litical
system were being made, editors thrust them selves into the middle of
the pub lic debate. Newspapers became po liti cal and ideological instru-
ments, and a close working rela tion ship between editors and politicians
emerged. In the strug gle over politics and pub lic opinion, journalism’s
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role was central.
From the outset public opinion was formally in corporated by the

United States Constitution as an integral, even the cen tral, fea ture of
Amer ican politics. e democratic nature of Ameri can government be -
came visible immediately to the parties. at point was suggested by
John Fenno’s in troduc tory statement in the first issue of the Gazette of
the United States in 1789. Supported and subsidized by Alexander
Ham il ton and other leading Federalists, the Gazette was in tended as the
mouthpiece of the Federalists in the battle that was shaping up to deter-
mine the es sential nature of the new American gov ernment. “To hold
up the people’s own gov ern ment, in a favor able point of light,” Fenno
wrote, “ — and to im press just ideas of its administration by exhibiting
FACTS, comprise the out line of the plan of this pa per.”4 Fenno’s was
not the first news pa per to practice partisan politics, but it was the first
founded as an organ of one of the fac tions later to com prise the first
Amer i can party system. It foreshadowed the po litical and journalis tic
bat tles that were to take place for the next quarter cen tury.

Federalists Vs. Republicans: A Difference of Opinion

Just when political parties developed is not agreed on by histo rians, al -
though most authorities place the origins in the 1790s. e timetable of
party de velopment emphasizes the impor tance political leaders attrib-
uted to the press. Hamilton en couraged the establishment of the Ga -
zette of the United States al most a decade be fore the fight over the Alien
and Sedition Acts in 1798 cemented party structure and disci pline.
omas Jefferson in the meantime assisted in the founding of a national
or gan for the Re publican cause, the National Gazette, in 1791, even be -
fore the Re publican party had taken shape.
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By the time the parties had begun to take on their form, pub lic
opinion had been accepted as an important, even indis pensable part of
American politics. Par ties differed, however, in their at titudes toward it.
Republicans appealed to public opinion because they saw it as a means
of positively influenc ing the politi cal system. Federal ists played to it
because it was an unfortunate po litical neces sity. As a result of differ-
ences in their attitudes, the parties differed in their estimations of both
who the people were whose opinions were important and what the goals
should be in working with public opinion.

Republicans showed no reluctance in acknowledging the role of
public opin ion. Indeed, they saw it as one of their closest al lies. eir
attitude was stated succinctly by the editor Philip Freneau. “Public
opin ion,” he wrote, “sets the bounds to every gov ernment, and is the
real sovereign of every free one.”5 ese were not just the rantings of a
radical journalist. e acknowl edged leader of the Republicans, Jef -
ferson, advocated the same view.

His views on the role of public opinion in America’s politi cal sys-
tem have been extensively detailed. Although the histo rian Leonard
Levy has attempted to debunk the idea of Jeffer son as a libertarian, the
prevailing conclusion is that Jeffer son consid ered pub lic opinion the
guide and director of gov ernment.6 Journal ism historians have especial-
ly favored this quotation from one of Jef ferson’s letters:

e basis of our government being the opinion of the peo ple,
the first ob ject should be to keep that right; and were it left to me
to decide whether we should have a govern ment without newspa-
pers, or newspapers without a gov ernment, I should not hesitate a
moment to prefer the latter.... I am convinced that those so cieties
[such as American Indians] which live with out govern ment, enjoy
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in their general mass an in finitely greater degree of happiness than
those who live un der the European governments. Among the for-
mer, public opinion is in the place of law, and restrains morals as
pow erfully as laws ever did anywhere.7

In view of other less benign comments about the press Jeffer son
made at vari ous times, this letter probably reflects an ex ag gerated atti-
tude, as statements by the President were wont to do. It is not mislead-
ing, though, as to his general view. To be found in Jefferson’s writings
are frequent references to the impor tance of the opin ions of the public.8

Lesser Republican luminaries shared Jefferson’s view. For ex ample,
Frances Preston, a United States Congressman from Virginia, wrote his
con stituents, “I have always con ceived it to be one among the most es -
sential duties of the repre senta tive of a free people, to give them all the
information in his power.”9 e rhetori cal question “Is this a govern-
ment of the people, or of its officials?” — stated in various but similar
forms — was fre quently asked by Repub lican newspaper writ ers. e
Anti-Federal ists, forerun ners of the Republicans, also had believed that
gov ernment should reflect the pub lic will. On their attitude toward the
role of the people’s voice in the period of the Federation, the historian
Jackson Turner Main concluded, “[T]o guard against the tyranny of
pow er and pre serve pop ular rule, the men entrusted with power had to
be kept responsive to public opin ion.”10

Federalists, however, did not share such fealty to public opinion.
Nonethe less, they recognized it — sometimes too late for their own po -
litical good — as a cornerstone in American politics. Many Federalists
would have preferred to con duct the government without deference to
majority opinion. Oth ers recognized that no matter what Federalists
might wish, public opinion had to be courted because it was inherent
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in the politi cal system.11 Federal ists paid the ultimate tribute to the im -
portance of public opinion with pas sage of the Alien and Sedi tion Acts
in 1798. With the Acts’ intent of si lencing opinion, critics asked, was
not the Federalists’ goal to bring about uni formity of public opinion?12

While Federalists and Republicans agreed that public opinion was
neces sary to consider because it was an ingredi ent in the po litical sys-
tem, they did not see eye-to-eye on whose opinion should be counted.
Federalists believed that deci sions should be made by the “best” men of
the nation, although they did not shrink from appealing to the general
public when they knew the middling class was on their side. Republi -
cans, ex hibiting their differing attitude about political partici pation,
when speaking of public opinion meant nothing other than the opin-
ions of that very mid dling class. 

Yet, neither party aimed its appeals at the “masses.” Large numbers
of cit izens were excluded from political participa tion. Some states im -
posed property-holding qualifications and tax re quirements for voting
throughout the Re publican-Feder alist period. In New York in 1790, for
example, only 28.9 per cent of the adult males could vote for senator
and governor. ough the number of eligi ble voters had in creased by
1795, the percentage of the total adult male population qualified to vote
remained about the same. In national elections, direct partici pation was
re  duced in those states in which presidential elec tors were cho sen by the
legisla tures rather than by general bal lot. When these limitations are
added to the fact that newspa pers had small circulations and il literacy
was common, it is probably in correct to assume, as Donald Stewart did
in e Opposition Press of the Federal ist Period (1969), that the pur pose
of the press was simply to transmit ideas from po litical leaders to the
masses.13 Both par ties attempted to appeal to people other than the
lower economic classes. Spending time or effort to reach these masses
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who exercised no political power would have been unrealistic.
It was clear to Federalists whose opinions were important. ey

were the elite, the well-born, the rich, the gentlemen, the few. “[T]hey
who own the coun try,” John Jay explained, “are the most fit persons to
participate in the govern ment of it.”14 e “most fit” included the
moneyed class, merchants, college profes sors, the clergy, and lawyers,
among others. So eli tist were the views of some of the most prominent
of the Feder alists that even Fisher Ames — one of the party’s fore most
ad vocates of working with public opinion — lamented that not a hun-
dred people in his state of Massachusetts agreed fully with his political
no tions.15

Despite Federalist disdain for the less fit, practical politi cians —
men such as Hamilton and Ames — chided fellow party members for
not courting the power of public opinion, and few Federalists refused
to take their case to the public when they recognized the political ad -
van tage to be gained.16 When oth ers — Republicans and fellow Feder -
al ists — courted the public, how ever, some staunch Federalists showed
their con tempt. ey criticized Chief Justice John Marshall, otherwise
a good Federalist, for his ten dency to “feel the public pulse” and to “ex -
press great respect for the sovereign people.”17 A Fed eral ist complained
to Oliver Wolcott, Hamilton’s successor as Secretary of the Treasury,
that “Democrats had spent all their time and tal ents ... endeavoring to
per suade the ig norant part of the commu nity.”18 Gouverneur Morris
com pared Repub licans to Roman “demagogues, who, by flattery,
gained the aid of the popu lace to establish despo tism.”19

Federalist criticism of the public-oriented Republicans was evoked
not only by disdain of the public. Federalists feared the ultimate power
of the people. Re publicans recog nized this power and attempted to cul-
tivate it to their advan tage. Rather than scorning the public, they be -
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lieved that the po litical system ulti mately should conform to the wishes
of the people. Edward Liv ingston, a United States Rep resentative from
New York, concisely stated the Republican position: “Let the public
judge.”20

Who was this “public”? Republicans usually referred to it in such
broad phrases as the “people” and the “citizens.” Hugh Henry Brac k en -
ridge of Pennsylvania spoke of “the citizens at large”21; Albert Gallatin
talked about “the people at large”22; John Taylor wrote of instructing
“the peo ple”23; a writer for the Inde pendent Chroni cle pointed to “the
will of the people.”24 ese spokes men rarely were more ex plicit in de -
fining their public, but it is clear that that group known by the Federal -
ists as the “most fit” was not the primary part of it.25 Republicans did
not, how ever, restrict their ap peals to people of insub stantial means.
ey recognized that certain groups of “influential” men needed to be
ap proached, and fre quently they hoped these men then would carry
local opin ion.26

In their approaches to public opinion, then, Republicans and Fed -
eralists ex hibited a number of differences. Both rec ognized the ultimate
power of public opin ion; but Federalists, if they could have had their
way, would have eliminated or at least greatly re duced public opinion’s
role. Republicans, sens ing public agreement with their ideas, thought of
public opin ion as an ally.

e Question of “Democracy”

e parties’ differing views on the merits of “democracy” ac counted for
most of these differences. Federalists shunned democ racy as a sure way
to national ruin; Republicans em braced it as the proper method of as -
suring liberty and indi vid ual rights. Madi son expressed the Republican
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view of the proper government-citizen rela tionship in 1794. “If we ad -
vert to the nature of Republi can govern ment,” he said, “we shall find
that the censorial power is in the people over the gov ern ment, and not
in the Government over the people.”27 Federal ists agreed that the final
na ture of the po litical system rested in the vote of its citi zens, but Re -
publi cans were more eager to rec ognize the immediate power of the
people. Because Re publicans believed their views were the ones that the
public would favor in the long run, they welcomed public opinion and
consid ered it the means by which their views would become the foun-
dation of the na tion’s political structure.28

Federalists, on the other hand, generally had low regard for the peo-
ple at large. at attitude resulted in little apprecia tion for public opin-
ion during the party’s early years. 

How ever, as Federalists found them selves losing ground to Repub -
licans, they began to reassess their approaches to pub lic opin ion. ey
gener ally had little more than contempt for wide popular participation
in politics, for “democracy,” which for Federalists bore the con notation
of mob rule. Fisher Ames, even though he be came one of the Federal -
ists’ leading advo cates of working with public opinion, stated a perva-
sive Feder alist view toward democ racy. He defined it as “a government
by the passions of the multi tude, or ... according to the vices and ambi-
tion of their lead ers.... Men are often false to their coun try and their
honor, false to duty and even to their inter est, but mul ti tudes of men
are never long false or deaf to their passions.” Democracy, he ob served,
was the “worst of all govern ments, or if there be a worse ... the forerun-
ner of that.... Like death, it is only the dismal passport to a more dismal
hereafter.” Admit ting the general public into political participation, he
sug gested, was to put government into the hands of “ordinary
rogues.”29 Noah Webster, a Federalist edi tor, claimed that “a republi-
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can gov ernment can be rendered durable in no other way than by
excluding from elections men who have so little property, edu cation, or
principle, that they are liable to yield their own opin ions to the guid-
ance of un principled leaders.” In 1801 he boasted that he had spent
“the largest part of eigh teen years in opposing Democracy.”30

Federalists believed the average citizen had little ability to make
decisions af fecting government. e “choice sort of peo ple” (which
meant “Federalist lead ers”) were better qualified to know what was
good for the nation. Because they knew more, they thought they should
not be bound by public opinion. George Cabot, the “Sage of New Eng -
land Federalism,” set the tone of the Federal ists’ atti tude toward the in -
telli gence of the middling classes. “[C]onsidering the sort of stuff men
are made of,” he said, “I confess my apprehensions have been very
great.”31 John Ward Fenno, son of the first editor of the Gazette of the
United States, added that “the stupid populace” was “too abject in igno-
rance to think rightly, and too depraved to draw honest deductions.”32

Plainly, if members of the general public could not think, they certainly
should not have stuck their noses into running the government. “ey
may know enough,” the Rev. David Osgood said, “for the places and
sta tions to which Providence has assigned them; may be good and wor-
thy members of the community, provided they would be content to
move in their own sphere and not meddle with things too high for
them.”33 Hamilton confessed to Washington, “It is long since I have
learned to hold popu lar opinion of no value.”34 Feder alists felt that a
na tion guided by the opinions of the masses, dictated by their passions,
would surely wind up wrecked. ey had too much faith in their own
judgment to stoop to hear the opinions of the people. ey would ra -
th er have been right, they boasted, than popular.

Because Federalists knew, however, that public opinion ulti mately
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pre vailed, they did not act completely in disregard of it. ey acknowl-
edged it but de sired to limit its influence. ey ac commodated them-
selves to public opinion no more than they had to, attempting to direct
public opinion rather than being di rected by it. “Let the popular opin-
ion be what it would,” declared Congress man Zephaniah Swift, “too
much has been said about it. We are not to be influenced by such con -
sidera tions, but are only to regard the public welfare.”35 Govern ment,
wrote a newspaper con tributor, should be “set totally above the influ-
ence of a surrounding popu lace.”36

Federal ists based their view of government au tonomy from public
opinion in part, oddly enough, on the fact that the govern ment was a
rep resentative one. Citizens, they ex plained, gave their opinion in the
votes they cast for represen tatives during the previous election. eir
votes for of fices were to be consid ered continuing votes of confidence.
If citi zens wished to voice dis approval of their representatives’ acts, they
must wait until the next election, when again they would have a chance
to register their opinions. Criticism during the interim could be consid -
ered nothing less than an attempt to destroy a popularly consti tuted
government and thereby over throw the will of the elec torate. It should
be noted that Federal ists promoted this particu lar point of view only so
long as it was they who were the public officials. is attitude was at
odds with the Republican view that public offi cials could fall out of
public confidence and that the public could convey its opinions about
representa tives when ever it wished.

Wanting to remain independent of public opinion, Feder alists —
when they did relate to public opinion — tried primarily to manipulate
it. “Instead of curry ing favor with the people,” ex plained the historian
John C. Miller, “the Federal ists at tempted to instruct them in ‘salutary
truths.’” ey wished to tutor rather than listen to the public’s views,
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for they believed the people had nothing “to say worth listening to: the
labor of im parting wisdom was, in their estimation, strictly a one-way
pro cess — from the top to the bottom.” Federalists therefore di rected
most of their efforts “toward the ‘rectification’ of popu lar errors. When -
ever they conceived public opinion to be wrong — and it was rare that
they considered it to be otherwise — they undertook to set it right.”
ey came to believe almost as an arti cle of their faith “that anything
popular was contrary to the best interests of the community.”37

Federalists desired to appeal to public opinion only when they
knew it would be on their side. Even then, they were not happy with
what they had done. During Genet’s visit to Amer ica, Federalists decid-
ed to take their case directly to the peo ple. Al though the appeal was ef -
fective, it was frowned on. Rufus King de clared that such a technique
was “altogether wrong.” “It was never expected,” he said, “... the gov -
ernment should be carried on by town meeting.”38

Such an approach to public opinion seemed workable to Feder alists
as long as they were solidly in control of the gov ernment. As their fear
of losing that con trol grew, they began to see that ignoring public opin-
ion was inefficacious in their strug gle to de termine the nature of the
political system. Repub lican cuts into Fed eralist power created a grow-
ing recognition that Federalists would have to mend their ways.39

As a re sult, the Federalists in 1798 imposed the Alien and Sedi tion
Acts. A variety of circumstances motivated the laws. Support ers of the
laws argued that they were necessary, during a pe riod of heightened ten-
sion between the United States and France, to combat treachery that
was aimed at inciting open rebellion against the government. Pro po -
nents considered them a means of restricting criticism of the Federalist
policy of the Adams administra tion. Some of the most ardent Feder -
alists wanted to prevent criticism from leading to public dis approval.
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ere is something of irony in the fact that the acts were aimed at influ-
encing public opinion when Federal ists frowned on it. 

Full Federalist recogni tion of the power of pub lic opinion and the
need to court it came with John Adams’ de feat in the presidential elec-
tion of 1800. e victor, Jeffer son, sug gested that the election had been
a “contest of opinion” and had been de cided by “the voice of the peo -
ple.”40 Seeing the er ror of Federalist ways, Hamil ton concluded that
members of his party “erred in relying so much on the rectitude and
utility of their measures as to have neglected the cul tivation of popu lar
fa vor, by fair and justi fiable expedients.”41

With the ascension of the Republicans to the seats of power, many
hard-line Federalists deserted politics. ey consid ered ap pealing to the
general public be neath their dignity. ose Feder alists who continued
the fight, however, began to woo the public more diligently42; but they
may have seen the light too late. Look ing back on the rise and decline
of the Fed eralist party, Noah Webster in 1807 concluded, “ey have
at  tempted to resist the force of current opinion, instead of falling into
the current with a view to direct it.”43

e Media of Opinion

roughout the 1789-1816 period, both parties used a num ber of
media besides newspapers to appeal to public opinion, al though none
re ceived the im portance accorded the press. Printed and oral, these me -
dia had both mass and in dividual audi ences. Among the unique types
was the liberty pole. One raised at Ded ham, Massachusetts, in 1798
had a placard at tached de clar ing: “No stamp act, no sedition and alien
acts, no land tax. Downfall to the tyrants of America: peace and re -
tirement to the President [Adams]: long live the Vice Pres ident [Jef fer -
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son] and the minor ity.” Excited Federalists marched on the Republi cans
defending the pole and toppled it.44 Of a sim ilar nature was the practice
of parading effigies of oppo nents. John Jay, after negotiating the treaty
with Eng land, found himself the model for a Boston mob’s effigy
crowned with a water melon head. He was also the target of graffiti on
the wall of a house proclaiming: “Damn John Jay! Damn every one who
won’t damn John Jay! Damn every one who won’t put lights in his win-
dows and sit up all night damning John Jay!”45

Poems and songs occasionally were composed for political pur -
poses, John Hopkinson’s “Hail Columbia!” being the out standing ex -
ample. Both parties encour aged public meetings, addresses, debates in
meetings of political societies, and pe ti tions. Correspondence commit-
tees were established to keep re gional party groups informed of events;
and party leaders cor responded frequently with other leaders and influ-
ential party members to propose ideas, share news, and plan strategy. A
technique used frequently was the circular letter. Writ ten usually by a
rep resentative in government, such let ters kept constituents in formed of
the representa tive’s activi ties and promoted his party’s cause. Circu lar
letters also were dis tributed by political candidates, local party commit-
tees, state organizations, and other politi cal groups. ese letters might
announce cam paign promises, party tickets, plans for elec tioneering fes-
tivals, instructions to lo cal party commit tees, or other informa tion
aimed at the electorate or local lead ers.

A number of forms of printed and reproduced material be sides
newspapers were popular. Handbills and broadsides, campaign leaflets,
and pamphlets were published incessantly. Pamphlets were considered
such an appropriate medium for political argument that many major
po litical leaders took up the time-consum ing job of writing them:
Ham ilton, George Logan, Tench Coxe, John Beckley, Daniel Web ster,

The Media and Public Opinion

Volume 9 (2023). Number 4 75



James Monroe, Edmund Randolph, Albert Gallatin, Fisher Ames, and
Charles Pinckney, to name but a few. ese politicians were joined in
what amounted at times to pamphlet war fare by a host of writers who
occupy no great place in history. Of all this pamphleteering, one reader
in 1800 complained to the edi tor of the Charleston (S. C.) Gazette:

I have lived in this parish twenty three years, and we have
never been so pestered with politics as we are at this day. For my
part, I am for good govern ment; but we are so be set with and run
down by Federalists, Federal Republicans, and their pamphlets,
that I begin to think, for the first time, there is something rotten in
the system ... or why all this violence and election eering? is print-
ing of long, dull pamphlets? is forming into parties to pay the
expense of the printing? And all this, to instruct us poor country-
men in the politics of the nation?46

e advantage printed materials had over such media as cir cular let-
ters and effi gies was their easy reproduction, en abling them to reach big-
ger audiences. A printing of 5,000 copies was not unusual for a well-
executed piece.

e party emphasis on so many forms of appeal to public opin ion
has led some historians to conclude that such media as circu lar letters
and pamphlets, rather than newspapers, were considered the most im -
portant and actually were the most ef fective. Noble Cunningham in his
two major works on the Jef fersonian Republi cans stressed the role of
cir cular letters. Writing about the 1790s, he ar gued:

Due to the inadequacy of the press in many sections of the
country, vot ers looked to their representatives for in forma tion as to
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the proceedings of Congress. e newspapers of Philadelphia, New
York, or Boston did not al ways find their way into the remote
regions of an America that was still pre dominantly a rural country.
e Virginia farmer was most likely to hear about the proceedings
of Congress on county-court day from some in fluential neighbor to
whom the repre sentative of the district had written or from a circu -
lar letter which the congress man had prepared for his con stituents;
and so it was with the voter of Western Pennsylva nia, or up state
New York, or Georgia, or wherever men lived beyond the radius of
the city presses.47

Cunningham also pointed out the importance of private and circu-
lar letters after Jefferson became Presi dent.48

Writing also of the 1790s, Richard Buel concluded:

In the end, the press and legislative declarations of right proved
disappoint ing [to Republicans] as techniques for giv ing a focus to
public opin ion. e press remained predomi nantly Federalist.... If
the opposition hoped to stir up pub lic opinion against what they
took to be threats to revolu tionary achievements, they would have
to find more effective ways than these.... [S]ome of the opposition
did try another tech nique, that of cor responding societies ded icated
to spreading political information.49

ese arguments, however, are not persuasive. As Cun ningham
made clear, he believed circular letters were impor tant primarily in rural
areas outside the cir culation of metro politan newspapers. City papers,
however, did circulate in ur ban areas that had a significant percentage
of the na tion’s pop ulation and frequently had rural subscription lists
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that were larger than their city lists. ey were supplemented by small -
er newspapers throughout the land. Buel seemed to con tradict his own
conclusions about the importance of newspa pers when he wrote,
“[T]here is no evi dence that Madi son and Jefferson, the rec ognized
leaders of the opposition, sponsored them [corre sponding societies] as
they had spon sored Fre neau’s National Ga zette.”50

Cunningham and Buel drew their conclusions pri marily for the
1790s. Close scrutiny of the views of political leaders and other writers
makes it clear that they considered the newspaper the most efficacious
medium for af fecting pub lic opinion in not only that decade but all of
the Fed eralist-Re publican period. e functions of in form ing, mobiliz-
ing, and persuading party adherents and other voters could have been
performed — and to some extent were per formed — by organiza tional
efforts, mass meetings, and personal correspondence. e press, howev-
er, was able to perform these functions more effi ciently and thus became
an expeditor of party efforts.

Certainly, politicians — and even newspaper editors — did not rely
solely on one medium to reach the public. A number of ed itors some-
times put their views into pamphlets rather than their own papers. e
most notorious of the editor pamphle teers was James omson Callen -
der of the Richmond Examiner. In 1796 he pub lished a pamphlet titled
“e History of the United States for 1796” containing doc uments re -
vealing Hamilton’s extra-marital af fair with Mrs. James Reynolds. e
woman’s husband apparently had lured Hamilton into the affair in
order to black mail him. Callen der also charged Hamilton with stealing
from the United States Treasury. e pamphlet had such an impact
that Hamil ton thought it neces sary to reply in a pamphlet in which he
cleared himself of the financial charges but admit ted his illicit relation-
ship with Mrs. Reynolds. Cal lender made another splash in 1800 with
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a pro-Jefferson election pamphlet titled “e Prospect Before Us.”
Writ ten with Jefferson’s approval, the pamphlet declared that President
Adams was “not only a repulsive pedant, a gross hyp ocrite, and an un -
principled oppressor, but ... in pri vate life, one of the most egre gious
fools upon the continent.” For this, Callen der was convicted of violat-
ing the Sedition Act. Rather than re penting, he took his imprisonment
as leisure time to write “e Prospect Before Us, II.”

Among other editors who devoted time to writing pam phlets was
John Ward Fenno, whose “Desultory Reflec tions on the New Political
Aspects of Public Af fairs in the United States of America Since the
Commencement of the Year 1799,” an at tack on both Jefferson and Ad -
ams, gained wide circulation and was consid ered one cause of a split
within the Federalist party. James Cheetham of the American Citizen
authored a number of popular anti-Burr pamphlets in New York. Ben -
ja min Franklin Bache and William Duane, succes sive editors of the Au -
rora in Philadelphia, were assidu ous pamphleteers, as was Noah Web s -
ter of New York’s Ameri can Minerva. Some editors are better known for
their pam phlets than their newspapers. William Dickson made his
niche in history not for his editorship of the Lancaster (N. Y.) Intelli -
gencer but for an 1806 campaign pam phlet titled “e Quid Mir ror,” a
ma licious combina tion of half-truths and in nu endos attack ing lead ers
of the Quid move ment, an orga nized Republican effort to oppose the
party’s national leader ship.

“e Engine is the Press”

Writers and political leaders put so much effort into pam phlets and
news papers because they were the only media for general public infor-
mation. Pam phlets may have been the primary medium of political
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argument during the Revolu tionary era, but by the 1780s newspapers
could provide faster and wider cir culation than pam phlets could. When
Washington, toward the end of his first term as President, was ponder-
ing how to an nounce his intentions about a second term, Madison ad -
vised him that no mode “better occurs than a simple publication in the
newspapers.”51 Jefferson also recog nized the superiority of the newspa-
per. 

Pam phlet material fre quently was reprinted in newspapers, but
more often newspaper writings were com piled later into pamphlets. Af -
ter Samuel Kerchevel had com posed what Jefferson viewed as worthy
ar guments in pam phlet form but had copyrighted the pamphlet, Jeffer -
son wrote Kerchevel that he regretted “that a copy-right of your pam-
phlet prevents their appearance in the newspapers, where alone they
would be generally read, and produce general ef fect.”52 News papers be -
came such an im portant medium by the end of the Fed eralist-Re pub -
lican period that a Boston news paper could boast, “Almost the to tal
reading of at least half the people of this country, and a great part of the
read ing of the other half, is from the newspa pers.... e insa tiable ap -
petite for news ... has given rise to a general form of salutation on the
meeting of friends and strangers: What’s the news?”53

e pamphlet was considered ideal for the lengthy politi cal argu-
ments fa vored during the early part of the period. It is easy to under-
stand why some edi tors with newspaper columns at their disposal re -
sorted on occasion to the pam phlet. As the period pro gressed, however,
editors began to intersperse in their pa pers shorter, live lier comments
with the longer essays the politicians still submitted. Eventu ally, believ-
ing the shorter ed itorials on immediate concerns better served their
causes, editors devoted their attention to them. ey began to make use
of the newspaper’s advantage of timeliness for comments on public
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events. By the end of the period the pam phlet-style matter virtually had
disappeared from newspapers.

Both the Federalists and the Republicans had their advo cates of the
impor tance of the press. While the beliefs these men had in the influ-
ence of the press may seem unsophisti cated today, they were extremely
significant for their impact on the politicians’ attitudes about the neces-
sity of using news papers for political purposes. Jefferson recognized the
signifi cance of the newspaper’s relationship to public opin ion. Al though
perhaps he was overly sensitive to the workings of the press, he still was
a practical politician who continually urged other Republicans to make
use of the press. Historians have made much of Jefferson’s bit of hyper -
bole about choosing “newspapers without a government” over a “gov-
ernment with out newspapers.” 

is statement is convenient for its simplic ity, but it did not de -
scribe exactly the subtleties of Jef ferson’s view. It was accurate, though,
to the ex tent that it demonstrated the Re pub lican leader’s recognition
of the importance of the press. On numerous occa sions he testified to
his belief in newspa pers’ political value. At the height of the XYZ affair
in 1798, for ex ample, fearing that two Republican newspapers might
cease publica tion, he wrote Madison that failure of the papers would be
devas tating for “Republican ism.”54

Jefferson’s attitude was based on the beliefs that an in formed public
would make right decisions and that the press could influence views on
political issues. “Our citizens,” he wrote in 1799, “may be deceived for
awhile, and have been de ceived; but as long as the presses can be pro-
tected, we may trust to them for light.”55 His correspondence was filled
with ref erences to his re ceiving news papers himself to keep informed
and his sending papers to political acquain tances to be assured they
were aware of occur rences.56 e press, Jefferson wrote shortly before
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his death, was “the best instrument for enlight ening the mind of man,
and improv ing him as a rational, moral, and social being.”57

Jefferson believed editors were influential, and he re spected their
power. He thus was more than a little sensitive to the mate rial newspa-
pers printed. It was this sensitivity that accounted for Jefferson’s reluc-
tance to have arti cles published under his signature58 even at a time
when it was normal for politi cians to write for the press. He preferred
that other mem bers of his party do the writing. In the task of prodding
others to write, he was not complacent; he assidu ously encouraged fel -
low Republicans to compose articles.59 As the 1800 elec tion ap -
proached, he urged arti cles on an almost daily basis. He wrote Madison,
“We are sensible that this summer is the sea son for systematic energies
and sacri fices. e engine is the press.”60 Madison was Jefferson’s favorite
choice as a writer, and his frequent and urgent plea to Madison — “For
God’s sake, take up your pen ... and cut [Hamilton] to pieces in the face
of the pub lic”61 — was a classic statement of his re liance on Madison
and faith in his writing ability.62 Besides en couraging newspaper arti-
cles in this cir cuitous fashion, Jefferson made a habit of sending infor-
mation to editors through direct and indirect means and on oc casion
offered unsolicited suggestions.63

A number of other Republicans attributed to the press a ma jor role
in influ encing public opinion and actively encour aged their party to
make use of newspa pers. Unlike Jefferson, though, other leaders wrote
frequently for papers. Madi son actually was an ear lier exponent of the
political utility of the press than Jef ferson was, and he was probably the
most effec tive publicist among Repub lican politi cians. A sampling of
opinion from party leaders may suffice to illus trate that belief in the po -
litical importance of the press was widespread. Dur ing debate on the Se -
dition Bill in 1798, Albert Gallatin, then a  United States Congress man
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from Pennsylvania, declared:

If you put the press under any restraint in respect to the meas-
ures of Government; if you thus deprive the people of the means of
obtaining information of their conduct, you in fact render their
right of electing nugatory; and this bill must be considered only as
a weapon used by a party now in power, in order to perpetuate their
authority and preserve their present places.64

Alexander Wolcott, the Massachusetts Re publican state man ager,
at   tempting to spread his party’s ideas to the public, wrote county man-
agers in 1805, “You will be supplied with newspa pers.... A cor rect
 know ledge of our cause will go a great way towards removing the prej-
udices which the devices of our en emies have pro duced.”65 Gideon
Gran ger, Post master Gen eral in Jefferson’s administra tion, declared
with some anxi ety after returning to Washington from a trip in 1802,
“I found on the road a very general circulation of federal pa pers.... is
was not alto gether pleasing to one who be lieves that public opinion will
in a great mea sure be de termined by that Vehicle of Intelligence.”66

Hen ry Dearborn, Secretary of War, described to a fellow Re publican
the methods of Federal ists and confided his fear of their success:

e leading characters among the federalists ... appear to rely
princi pally on writing down (as they term it) the pre sent adminis-
tration through the channell of their newspapers. e industrious
and unremit ting applica tion of the tallants they possess, may, in a
country like this, where newspapers are so gen erally circulated, pro-
duce very important ef fects, unless equal in dustry is used on the
opposite side.67
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Even after Jefferson had been in the presidency for almost two full
terms, Levi Lin coln still believed Republicans had a great need to
strengthen their newspaper sup port. He wrote the Pres ident in 1808, “I
need say nothing of the necessity or utility of sup porting a republican
paper, in [Massachusetts].”68 An other Re publican put the official view
of press impor tance even more suc cinctly and ex plicitly. “If ink and
black paint could overpower the enemy,” he said, “we should give him
an un merciful beat ing.”69

Federalists were no less certain of the importance of news pa pers.
Hamilton was convinced that newspapers had been successful at over-
throwing govern ments and that they could have “very fatal conse-
quences” in America.70 He acted on the principle that the press was a
crucial part of the political system and had to be used to achieve one’s
political goals. roughout his career as Federalist leader, he wrote arti-
cles for the press, encouraged fellow Federalists to do the same, helped
es tablish papers, and encouraged editors faithful to his party.

Even while Federalists were in control of the national gov ernment
and courts, they recognized the potential power of the press to change
the governmen tal struc ture. is power they usu ally feared because they
considered it destruc tive and per nicious. Supreme Court Justice Samuel
Chase believed that “a licen tious press is the bane of freedom, and the
peril of Soci ety”71 and that the press, if permitted free rein, could and
probably would con taminate public opin ion, corrupt the morals of the
people, and bring down the government.72 First Lady Abigail Adams in
her outspoken way expressed the feelings of many Federalists toward the
power of the press when she pre dicted in 1798 that if Republican news-
papers were “not sup pressed, we shall come to civil war.”73

Many Federalists clearly were frightened by the impact they be -
lieved the press had on public opinion. ey feared the newspa per and
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be lieved the most ef ficacious method of dealing with the Republican
press was to silence it. One result of their atti tude was passage of the Ali -
en and Sedition Acts of 1798. On the other hand, some Federalists who
feared the deleterious ef fects the op position press might have also dili-
gently pursued an activist pol icy of using the friendly press to influence
pub lic opinion.

A leading advocate of an aggressive approach was Fisher Ames.
Rather than simply disdaining the press, Ames early in his politi cal ca -
reer attempted to make use of it. In his con tests for a con gressional seat
in 1788, 1790, and 1792, he re sorted to newspapers as one of his pri-
mary electioneering tools. By 1794, while believ ing that government
should be en trusted to a small class of men, he was telling fellow Fed -
eral ists that the only effective means of obtaining such a sys tem was
through “the real federalism of the body of the electors,” which could
be achieved only by the efforts of the party faithful and the medium of
the press.74

As the presi dential election of 1800 approached, Ames became even
more certain of the neces sity of using the press in an attempt to mold
opinion. “e sword of public opinion,” he wrote, could be invaluable
to Adams’ adminis tration and should be wielded through the press.75

Many Federalist leaders were not so willing to work with the opin ion of
the people, and Ames expressed the fear that even though Republicans
“depend[ed] on lies,” they spread their lies industri ously and would cap-
ture political power.76 It was not until Adams’ defeat that some Feder -
alists recog nized the truth of Ames’ obser vations. Many of these, upon
see ing the truth, thought it better to get out of politics than bend their
knees to the people. Ames expressed their feeling of in evitable defeat:
“e news papers are an overmatch for any government. ey will first
overawe and then usurp it. is has been done; and the Jacobins owe
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their tri umph to the un ceas ing use of this engine.”77

Some Federalists, however, did not simply give up and disappear
into seclusion safe from the knowledge that public opinion was a work-
ing force. ey realized the practical necessity of increasing their efforts
with the press. Hamilton during those bleak days after the ascen sion of
Jeffer son to the presidency helped establish a new na tional Feder alist or -
gan, the New York Evening Post. For his part, Ames redou bled his writ-
ing efforts, con tributing numer ous letters, articles, and essays to Bos  ton
newspapers. Along with other Federalists, he also supported and at -
tempted to estab lish papers to promote their party.78

roughout the Federalist-Republican period, political lead ers who
be lieved in the power of the press lent support and en couragement to
journalists. ey wrote ar ticles for the press, an nounced their candida-
cies through the press, gave in forma tion to editors, helped finance
news  papers, solicited sub scriptions, dis tributed copies of papers, and by
other means generally offered their aid. ey granted journalists special
favors, legislated special postal rates, exempted news papers from taxa-
tion, meted out patronage to editors, awarded govern ment work to
them, and even went so far as to pay them as gov ernment employees.

All this homage was not lost on journalists. ey, too, be lieved in
their power and thought the press played an essential role in the na -
tion’s political sys tem. is attitude was appar ent during the entire peri-
od — editors asserted the claim of in flu ence of the press even before
organized parties existed — and among editors of both parties. e pri-
mary difference in the out looks of Federalist and Republican editors
was fear of the power of the press. Repub licans tended to be op timistic
about the posi tive influence of newspapers, while Federalists trembled
at their potential destructive force — although Federalists were enthusi -
astic about the wholesome impact of their own papers.
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Editors believed the press had two types of persuasive power. One
was its abil ity to inform the public. e other was the out right influence
of editors’ and writers’ opinions. Will iam Duane “affect[ed] to consider
his importance as an Ed itor of a Newspa per,” Pennsylvania Governor
omas McKean said, “to be supe rior to the Governor of a State, or
even of the President of the United States.”79 James Callender be lieved
that in 1802 the “people of America de rive[d] their politi cal in for ma -
tion chiefly from newspa pers.” Du ane and William Coleman of the
New York Evening Post, he said, “dictate at this moment the sentiments
of perhaps fifty thou sand Ameri can citi zens.”80 Abijah Adams and Ebe -
nezer Rhoades, edi tors of the Republican Independent Chron icle (Bos -
ton), spoke of newspapers as “those powerful en gines of state,”81 while
James Lyon boasted that his proposed Friend of the People could “rally,
concentrate and na tionalize” the ef forts of Repub licans all across the na -
tion to bring about the election of Jeffer son in 1800.82

Like Lyon, editors greeted new or proposed papers dedi cated to
their cause with enthusiastic prophecies. When the Re publican Ledger
was founded in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, Charles Holt of the New
Haven (Connecticut) Bee wel comed it as the “dawning in the east.”
Nothing but freedom of the press, he said, “can preserve the liberties of
the people from the arti fices of its pre tended friends.”83 As the Bee itself
faced dan gers to its survival, Du ane wrote in his Aurora that the Bee
“rises under persecution, and the awakened people of Con necticut
stretch forth their hands for the truths which it pub lishes, like travellers
who had passed the sand parched deserts for the CUP.”84 When the
New York Evening Post ap peared, Federalists editors greeted it with
anticipation. “Federalism has much to hope and expect from this pa -
per,” wrote the Gazette of the United States. “e talents and ac tivity of
WILLIAM COLEMAN, Esquire, the Editor, are such as entitle him to
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the atten tion and liberal encouragement of all who realize the im port -
ance of well con ducted papers.”85

While Federalists expected Republican papers to wield in flu ence
equal to that of their own papers, they felt the conse quence was much
less to be desired. One “of the most effica cious modes of destroying gov-
ernments which the jacobins have pur sued,” wrote “Burleigh” in the
Con  necticut Courant during the cam paign of 1800, “... has been cor -
rupt ing the channels of public information, and dis seminating false-
hood and slander.”86 e Boston Palladium reported that a Fed eralist
sena tor was alarmed that “if the Aurora is not blown up, Jef ferson will
be elected in defiance of every thing.”87 One of the reasons the Re pub -
lican press had such in jurious potential was its ability to mislead “the
good yeomanry of our coun try.” Opposition papers, complained the
New York Gazette, were “read by a class of people who never do, or have
not the time to investigate their contents.” As a re sult, concluded the
Ga   zette, innocent citi zens had become “open enemies of our constitu -
tional government.”88

Republicans held to a view that directly confronted the Federalists’.
Republicans argued that the capacity of the press to inform the citizenry
was one of its primary strengths. A well-informed public was neces sary
in a democracy, they rea soned, and only newspapers could provide the
in formation the public needed.89 e discovery of printing and the
newspa pers it made possible, wrote James Cheetham, provided the
death blow to despo tism.90 “It is from newspapers,” wrote a confident
contributor to Boston’s Independent Chronicle, “that the mass of the
people de rive their knowledge.” It was from newspapers, he said, that
many people gained their polit ical princi ples.91

Such respect for the power of the press in molding public opinion
led editors “to devote a large portion” of their papers to politics.92 It
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determined political lead ers to devote their re sources, time, and energy
to supporting friendly newspapers and to trying to silence the opposi-
tion press. In the battle for public opinion, they consid ered these ac -
tions nothing less than indis pensable if they were to be victorious.

CONCLUSION

Although factional viewpoints had varied, by the early 1800s one could
see the victory of the concept that the American politi cal system was
based on free public discourse. Even though the two parties disagreed
violently on fundamental political views, they agreed on a more essen-
tial principle: that the American political system was a democratic one,
that the na ture of the government ultimately had to be decided by the
ma jority public will. e early national period thus was critical in
Amer   ican history, for it firmly established the acceptance of public
opin ion as an integral part of public affairs.

e period also clearly established the fact that the media had to be
a central feature in the American system of public opinion. e media
provided the only means by which public opinion could become a
working part of the American democ racy. Without the presence of the
media, it is difficult to imag ine how such a system as the one that Amer -
ica uses in its pub lic af fairs could operate. For a demonstration of that
fact, one can look at virtually every major episode in American history
since the early 1800s — from the slavery debate in the antebel lum peri-
od to political affairs in recent years — and find that the media have
been an essential ingredient in the mix.

e triangular relationship among public affairs, public opinion,
and the media that became clear during the period of America’s first
party system relied on the partisan nature of the nation’s newspapers.
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Journalism has changed since then, but the relationship remains in
force. roughout the 20th century, the news media have increasingly
removed them selves from strict partisanship and ideology. Party loyalty
has been replaced with professional detachment. Ideological bias in
news coverage still exists, and transparent partisanship has been replaced
by what sometimes shows itself as general media antipathy toward gov-
ernment. e media appeal to the public not as the voice of one party,
but in the role of a broad conduit of information and views. With that
change, however, the impor tance of the media to public opinion has
not dimin ished. e information and the views that the media provide
the public may not be as balanced and objective as media pro fessionals
claim, but the media nevertheless remain the most important forum for
public debate. American public affairs continue to rest on public opin-
ion, and the American system of public opinion continues to rely on the
media.
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MEDIA
in American Historyin American History

“...a masterful job of exploring the subject through a range
of well-chosen and representative essays...” — Choice

“...set[s] a standard for media history...” — Journalism
Quarterly

“...compelling, fresh, ... thought-provoking ...” — Journalism
Educator

To purchase a copy, or to learn more about this
important book, click on the cover image.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1885219830


Banning Wins Top Paper Award at 19th-Century Symposium
Stephen Banning won the award for best paper presented at the Sym -
posium on the 19th Century Press, the Civil War, and Free Ex pression.
e Symposium, in its 31st year, was held Nov. 2-4 at Augus ta
 University in Augusta, Ga. 

Banning won for “Journalists Drink from Skulls Amid Ghoulish
Relics in a Nineteenth Century Chicago House of Horrors.” Judges said
his paper was “a well-written and engaging study of the Bohemian
Chicago Press Club.”

Banning is a professor at Bradley University. 
omas Terry of Utah State University took second place for his

paper, “From the Egyptian Darkness of Bondage: A San Francisco
Black Newspaper and Its Civil War Agenda in 1862-1863.” ird place
went to John Navin of Coastal Carolina University for “Premature
Burials: Free Lovers, Feminists, Spiritualists, and the Antebellum
Press.” 

Historians presented a total of forty-eight papers at the Sym -
posium. 

AJHA Elects Fuhlhage VP, Three Board Members
Michael Fuhlhage has been elected Second Vice-President of the Amer -
ican Journalism Historians Association. He will ascend to First Vice-
President after the 2024 conference and then to President of the AJHA
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in 2025.
Mark Bernhardt, Christina Littlefield, and Amber Roessner were

elected to three years on the AJHA Board of Directors. ey are replac-
ing Julien Gorbach, Jennifer Moore, and Rich Shumate, who complet-
ed their terms.

Mike Conway has ended his term as President of the AJHA. First
Vice-President Tracy Lucht has replaced him; Second Vice-President
Debbie van Tuyll has become First Vice-President.

Wanted: New Moderator for JHistory
Dr. Christopher Shoop-Worrall, who has served as a moderator of
JHistory for six years, is stepping down. Working with him has been
inspiring — he’s a first-rate scholar and thinker — and we should all be
grateful for his service. 

We are looking for a new moderator to serve with me, Elliot King,
and Gerry Lanosga. e moderator’s duties include managing the list
three months a year — the four moderators take turns — and helping
to plan JHistory First Friday Salon. It’s not a lot of work.

JHistory is an international listserv for journalism historians and
has hundreds of members from around the world. e list is part of the
H-Net system and provides a space for announcements, book reviews,
and discussion.

Are YOU interested in serving as moderator? If so, please contact
me at mindich@temple.edu,
David T.Z. Mindich, Ph.D. 
Professor of Journalism, Temple University
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Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Research Fellowships
e Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library has relaunched and
ex panded its fellowship program to facilitate research in Yale’s special
collections by the broadest possible group of researchers. We welcome
ap plications from scholars and graduate students locally and globally
who utilize traditional methods of archival and bibliographic research as
well as from individuals who wish to pursue creative, interdisciplinary,
and non-traditional approaches to conducting research in the collec-
tions. 

Fellowships will be awarded in the amount of $5,000 per month
for varying lengths of time. 

Fellowship application deadlines and requirements can be found on
our website. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Research Fellow ships
are available at https://www.h-net.org/jobs/job_display.php?id=65834.

If you have any questions, please contact 
beinecke.fellowships@yale.edu. 

New Resource: The Archival Internet Video Index
I’ve been working on a new resource that might be of interest to folks
for research or teaching: The Archival Internet Video Index. While the
name is a bit of a misnomer, the AIVI indexes archival footage of early
digital communications and information services in use, ranging from
videotex to the early years of the web. I’ve focused on video in particular
because it allows folks, especially students, to see these technologies in
use. It’s also great for illustrating public understandings of technology
at the time as well as contemporaneous corporate rhetoric (the Compu -
Serve/Mickey Mouse Club theme mashup might be my favorite find so
far).
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Please feel free to email me at avery.dame@gmail.com if you have
questions, suggestions, or any updated information for an entry — in
almost all cases, I’ve based what I’ve indexed on what the poster shared;
so some of the dates for when these videos were produced are very fuzzy.
Avery Dame-Griff
Lecturer, Women’s and Gender Studies (Gonzaga University) 

Feminist Media Histories Fall 2023 Issue Is Available
e Feminist Media Histories Fall 2023 issue is now live on our website:
https://online.ucpress.edu/fmh/issue/9/4
Yumo Yan, Managing Editor of  Feminist Media Histories: An Inter -
national Journal

Feminist Media Histories — Special Issue on Gender, Media, and
Developmentalism
Call for Papers
Date: September 21, 2023 - February 1, 2024 (deadline)
Guest Editors: Dalila Missero and Masha Salazkina 

With this special issue of Feminist Media Histories we invite contri-
butions that explore the historical role of gender within media produc-
tion explicitly engaged in developmentalist projects. As an ideological
and political framework, developmentalism became especially promi-
nent between the 1950s and the 1990s to conceptualize, discuss, and
tackle global inequality. Based on the certainty that economic growth
inevitably leads to social progress and modernization, it has been a
dominant paradigm driving state and inter-governmental support for
various institutional media projects, especially in the context of Asia,
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Africa, and Latin America on both sides of the Iron Curtain. In a more
latent way, developmentalist discourses and representational regimes —
as well as their critiques — have also been central to much film and
media production in these regions, from radical, grassroots, or inde-
pendent media collectives to commercial filmmaking. With the inaugu-
ration of the United Nations Decade of Women (1975-1985), the issue
of gender inequality became increasingly central in developmentalist
debates and policies, in tandem with and in response to the agenda of
the international women’s movement. Media representations and infra-
structures have played a key role in shaping these intersecting processes
in a way that remains to be fully explored in media history. 

is special issue seeks to foster new knowledge and develop shared
theoretical and methodological frameworks for exploring this topic. We
welcome scholarship on different types of media (film, television, radio,
digital media, etc.), situated within a wide historical period, and from a
variety of geographic and geopolitical positions. Contributions may
focus on specific case studies as well as on broader methodological and
theoretical questions. 

Interested contributors should contact guest editors Dalila Missero
and Masha Salazkina directly, sending a 500-word proposal and a short
bio no later than February 1, 2024, to 
d.missero@lancaster.ac.uk and salazkina.masha@gmail.com; contribu-
tors will be notified by March 1, 2024; article drafts will be due by
October 1, 2024, and will then be sent out for peer review.

Contact Information
Yumo Yan, Managing Editor of Feminist Media Histories: An In ter -

national Journal
Email: yy2887@uw.edu
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Internet Histories December 2023 Issue Is Available Online
Some articles are open access.
Internet Histories, Volume 7, Issue 3, December 2023
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rint20/7/3
Articles:

• Cryptoeconomics as governance: an intellectual history from
“Crypto Anarchy” to “Cryptoeconomics,” by Kelsie Nab ben
(Open Access)
• Genealogy of an archive. e birth, construction, and develop-
ment of the World Wide Web collection at CERN, by Martin
Fomasi, Deborah Barcella, Eleonora Benecchi and Gabriele Bal -
bi (Open Access)
• A history of features for online tie breaking, 1997-2021, by
Nicholas John and Dekel Katz (Open Access)
• Internet freedom, free culture, and free information: Aaron
Swartz and cyberlibertarianism’s neoliberal turn, by Michael
Buozis 
• Shaping the digital world: views on the internet in India in Prime
Ministerial speeches (1998–2019), by Lasya Tandon 

Call for Papers: Special Issue of Early Popular Visual Culture: Early
Cinema in the British Empire
Guest edited by James M. Burns and Mario Slugan 

e dominant approach to early cinema (c.1893-1918) has been to
treat it as an emblem of modernity ushering in the new age of urbaniza-
tion and leisure on par with technological inventions such as the rail-
road. is is a direct consequence of a prevalent focus of early cinema
historians on the North American and European context even when
discussing cinema as a part of the colonial project. More recent work
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has started to break away from this trend. Scholars have produced work
on early cinema in Africa, Southeast Asia, Japan, Latin America, Brazil,
China, and in German, Dutch, and British colonies. Similarly, histori-
ans with the knowledge of local languages have started to integrate colo-
nial early cinema histories into histories of national cinemas, mostly
Asian ones, with the most extensive contributions focusing on China,
India, and the Philippines. Yet, a large-scale study of early cinema in the
British colonies is still missing. 

is absence is particularly striking because the period up to 1918
under investigation saw crucial developments in the history of the
Empire and cinema alike. In the former case, the British Empire under-
took some of the largest colonial expansion in its history, bridging Af -
rica from Cairo to Cape, acquiring substantial territories in West Africa,
and peaking in territory with the 1919 Versailles Treaty. In the latter,
the period saw the worldwide institutionalisation of cinema as a set of
material practices including production, promotion, distribution, exhi-
bition, and reception which would by the end of World War I come to
be dominated by Hollywood. Cinema, moreover, was widely available
to the peoples in the Empire and, unlike newspapers, was not con-
strained by (any) language literacy. At the same time, this was also the
period when cinema was radically different from the form that the pres-
ent-day audiences are accustomed to. 

We, therefore, invite papers that investigate early cinema in its var-
ious forms – production, distribution, exhibition, and reception – in
the British colonies. We are interested in case studies (within specific
colonies), comparatist approaches (across colonies), and more theoreti-
cal and methodological investigations alike. And we are especially inter-
ested in the local audiences and sources in local languages. Topics may
include (any combination of) but are by no means limited to: 
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• where in the colonies could the films be seen? (Large urban
centres, small towns, villages, labour centres, moving exhibition
venues, permanent exhibition venues) 
• what was the structure of cinema audiences in the colonies? (Race,
ethnicity, language, class, occupation, gender, age, religion, etc.) 
• what films were exhibited? (Titles, themes, genres, country of ori-
gin, film programmes shown, etc.) 
• how were the films distributed? (Traveling showmen, film com-
panies, industrious exhibitors, etc.) 
• what was the role of local peoples in the film business? (Film pio-
neers, participation in cinema as a business from production and
distribution to exhibition and reception, etc.) 
• where and how in the colonies were the films produced? (Itinerant
production, local production, early studios, etc.) 
• what discourses surrounded cinema? (Promotion, advertising,
reviews, discourses on colonialism, modernity, and nationalism,
etc.) 
• how was cinema dealt with by the colonial authorities? (Pro -
motion, regulation, censorship, etc.) 
• how did the local audiences engage films? (Reasons behind at -
tending film screenings, the effects on the audiences, audiences’
thoughts, etc.) 
• (how) can we reconstruct local audience engagement given the
patchy nature of the archive? 
• what sources are available for the study of early cinema in the
colonies in local languages? 
• due to the itinerant nature of early cinema is it better to focus on
routes between neighbouring Empires (in South and Southeast
Asia, East Africa, etc.) as opposed to the British colonies alone? 
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• is early cinema, a concept developed within European and North
American context, with its standard cutoff somewhere between
1914 and 1918, a useful category to study cinema in the colonies
to begin with? 
e Special Issue of Early Popular Visual Culture is scheduled for

publication in late 2024 (Volume 22, Issue 4).
Please send abstracts of around 300 words, together with the title,

up to 5 references, a short bio, contact details and institutional affilia-
tion to the guest editors of the Special Issue of Apparatus at
m.slugan@qmul.ac.uk for initial selection. Selected articles should typ-
ically be 6,000-10,000 words in length. ey will undergo an editorial
and double-blind peer reviewed process before final acceptance. (Please
note that the selection of an abstract for development into a full article
does not guarantee publication.) 

Deadlines for abstracts: 22 December 2023 
Notifications of acceptance: 8 January 2023 
Deadlines for full articles:  29 April 2023
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