American Journalism 

Among my favourite, high-minded descriptions of the origins and purposes of journalism was written by Professor James Carey of Columbia University. It states that:

“…Journalism arose as a protest against illegitimate authority in the name of a wider social contract, in the name of the formation of a genuine public life and a genuine public opinion.”

I cannot speak for Professor Carey, but many twenty-first century American journalists would consider that an accurate description of the profession as it is practised in the USA.  American reporters and editors can be infuriatingly sanctimonious about the condition of American journalism. Many consider their newspapers in particular to be superior to our own – despite the millions of Americans who read British quality titles online. They consider their rules based system of impartiality and rigid attribution a better guarantee of fairness and accuracy than our own looser, principles based approach.
We will have ample opportunity over the next few years to consider whether that is really true. But one aspect of it that is emphatically not true is the assumption – often made by Americans who know too little of their own history – that the ideal of a free, impartial and high-minded press was established at the same time as America won her freedom from this country, if not before. That emotionally satisfying fable is nine tenths the product of patriotism. It has little basis in fact.  
The true origins of American journalism reflect tensions between government and people and between freedom and censorship that are very similar to the British experience. Early Americans witnessed the use of newspapers to spread religious and political propaganda. Their journalists were often fiercely partisan, sometimes in the pay of political parties, and rarely any better at separating fact from opinion than the religious and political pamphleteers of eighteenth century England.

Today we will look at 

· The origins of American journalism under British rule i.e. the colonial era.

· The impact of the American Stamp Act of 1765 on journalism and politics

· The role of newspapers during the American War of Independence

· How journalism’s part in the foundation of the U.S.A. influenced its behaviour in the early decades of the Republic

· And why it took a press baron to break the stranglehold of party-political newspapers. 

The first American publication to deserve the title newspaper was published in Boston, Massachusetts in 1689. It described itself as a journal on “The Present State of the New-English Affairs” and claimed “This is published to prevent false reports.” It also carried on its front page the words “published by authority.”

It was, in other words, a publication designed and authorised by the authorities with the objective of telling the public what their self-professed rulers and betters wanted them to know. 

Many Americans, brought up on a version of their own history that has been simplified to the point of absurdity, believe that the first settlers in Massachusetts Bay, set up during the seventeenth century an entirely free and idealistic society in which freedom of speech and freedom of the press played the role they play in modern democracies. They didn’t. 

In the words of John Tebbel, author of the Compact History of the American Newspaper:

“They set up a system of politico-religious control of thought and daily life fully as oppressive as the one they had left. A key element in this system, common to all authoritarian governments past and present, was control of the press.  There was, of course, no press as such in earliest New England, but there were men with printing presses and the colonisers had personal experience with the power of that combination.”

Among these early American printers were William Brewster and Edward Winslow who both came to America on the Mayflower, the famous ship that transported English Separatists, better known as the Pilgrims, from Southampton to Massachusetts in 1620. While in Europe this pair had printed pamphlets designed to encourage revolt against the British monarchy and the established church.  They had no desire to play such a dissident role in their new home. 

The rulers of the new colony were the zealous Mather family – intelligent people who well understood the potential power of printed propaganda. Having fled England because it denied them the right to dissent, they were determined to prevent new dissent against their own version of Christianity. They allowed nothing to be printed without license and warned that anyone who dared to publish material without their consent would be “accounted enemies to Their Majesties’ present government and be proceeded against as such with utmost severity.”

The first person to break this law was Benjamin Harris, a pretty worthless bigot, who had run a viciously sectarian anti-Catholic newspaper called the Domestick Intelligence in London and launched an American version, Public Occurrences Both Foreign and Domestic, in August 1690. It soon offended the authorities and was suppressed. Harris went back to London where, in 1694, he set up The Post – a title famed only for being scurrilous and inaccurate.
Harris was followed in Massachusetts by John Campbell, a pious Scot who launched a properly licensed title called the News-Letter in April 1704. It was, by all accounts, an intensely turgid read on which the declaration “Published by Authority” served as warning that the contents were mainly old, dull or both.

This era of dull American newspapers was dominated by owner/printers who saw their titles primarily as businesses and were content to do the authorities bidding if it brought them additional work – which it often did in the form of official advertising and announcements. It began to end when the first editor who was not a printer came on the scene. 

He was James Franklin, older brother of Benjamin Franklin, Benjamin being the printer, author, political-scientist, statesman and diplomat who would come to number among the most famous and honoured of the founding fathers of the American constitution.
James set up America’s first real newspaper, the weekly New England Courant, in 1721. Initially it served the interests of the authorities. But hostility to the Mather family was growing – predominantly on religious grounds; the Mathers were Congregationalists and enough Episcopalians had arrived to foment rebellion against their version of orthodoxy - and now young opponents of the governing family chose to use the Courant as a way to express dissent. 

The paper’s first attack on the ruling family was poorly chosen in that it lambasted them for one of the few decisions about which they were undeniably right. The Mathers had decided to use the revolutionary new technique of inoculation to protect Bostonians against an epidemic of Smallpox. The Courant responded by publishing the opinions of William Douglass, a Scottish Doctor of Medicine, who claimed inoculation could not work, and that it was a silly, superstitious treatment. 

In editorial terms the error was probably worth making. It established the New England Courant as an opponent of regime. One member of the Mather family called the paper’s contributors “the Hell-Fire Club” and said:

“the practice of supporting and publishing every week a libel on purpose to blacken and burlesque the virtuous and principal ministers of religion in a country, and render the services of their ministry despicable, even detestable, to the people, is a wickedness that was never known before in any country, Christian, Turkish or Pagan, on the face of the earth.”

But the ruling family did not dare to ban the paper. It had won a readership among the people and they had to tread warily to avoid further injury to their own reputation. Some historians see that hesitation as evidence that the ideal of a free press had begun to gain currency in the American colonies – a first hint that people might value dissent as a useful antidote to official propaganda. 

James Franklin’s little brother, Benjamin, certainly learned from the experience of taking on authority. Having served his apprenticeship on the New England Courant he moved on to Philadelphia where, on October 2 1729, he launched the Pennsylvania Gazette. The first edition contained this eloquent and idealistic explanation of what, in Ben Franklin’s opinion, it took to be an editor.  A good newspaper editor should, he wrote:

“…be qualified with an extensive acquaintance with languages, a great easiness and command of writing and relating things clearly and intelligibly, and in few words; he should be able to speak of war both by land and sea; be well acquainted with geography, with the history of the time, with the several interests of princes and states, the secrets of courts, and the manners and customs of all nations. Men thus accomplished are very rare in this part of the world.”

They are rare in modern Britain today. But I hope you all appreciate the parallels between Benjamin Franklin’s specification for a really good journalist and the curriculum you are studying for the BA in Journalism and the News Industry. Never allow yourselves to imagine that an ambitious journalist can afford to be anything less than a polymath. 

Benjamin Franklin also advised his readers that “If all printers were determined not to print anything till they were sure it would offend nobody, there would be very little printed.”
This notion that journalism should challenge authority and champion dissent now began to spread. In New York it was taken up by a printer named John Peter Zenger who was working for influential men who resented profoundly the authoritarian British appointed Royal Governor of that city, William Cosby.

In November 1733 Zenger’s New York Weekly Journal began to publish forthright criticism of Governor Cosby. This was not the balanced, carefully measured and impeccably sourced holding to account of illegitimate authority modern American journalists so admire and see epitomised in the Washington Post’s treatment of the Watergate scandal. It was written in the vituperative style of the era – which meant a lot of vigorous assertion almost always tipping over into insult, and very little fact.  

The Journal satirized Cosby’s chief judicial officer, the High Sheriff of New York, as a “Monkey of the larger sort.” It aimed insults at the Governor himself and insisted at all times that it was acting in the name of freedom against blatant tyranny.  Governor Cosby was not amused and poor Mr Zenger, who was really more the messenger than the author of the message, was jailed.

Andrew Hamilton, a brilliant liberal lawyer, agreed to represent the poor printer in court and achieved a result that established the newspaper as an effective voice of popular resistance to arbitrary power. 

The law as it then stood said that Zenger was guilty if he was found to have published an offending article. There seemed to be no dispute. He admitted publishing it and the jury was immediately advised to convict him. Truth was then no defence in law. The law of the day considered that accuracy made a libellous allegation worse. 

The Attorney General of New York told Zenger’s lawyer “You cannot be admitted, Mr. Hamilton, to give the truth of a libel in evidence. The court is of the opinion you ought not to be permitted to prove the facts in the papers.” 
As a statement of the legal position it was entirely accurate and backed by a mountain of precedent. But Hamilton turned the tables brilliantly. Addressing the jury directly, he pointed out that they were free to find in Zenger’s favour if they wanted to. Hamilton knew he had no case in law, but he told the jurors

“It is to you gentlemen that we must now appeal for witnesses to the truth of the facts we have offered, and are denied the liberty to prove…If you should be of the opinion that there is no falsehood in Mr Zenger’s paper’s you will, nay, (pardon me for the expression), you ought to say so…It is your right to do so, and there is much riding upon your resolution, as well as upon your integrity...The question before the court and you, gentlemen of the jury, is not of small nor private concern. It is not the cause of the poor printer, nor of New York alone, which you are trying. No! It may in its consequences affect every freeman that lives under a British government on the main of America. It is the best cause. It is the cause of liberty, and I make no doubt but your upright conduct this day will not only entitle you to the love and esteem of your fellow citizens, but every man who prefers freedom to a life of slavery will bless and honour you as men who have baffled the attempt of tyranny, and by an impartial and uncorrupt verdict have laid a noble foundation for securing to ourselves, our posterity and our neighbours that to which nature and the laws of our country have given us a right – the liberty – both of exposing and opposing arbitrary power by speaking and writing truth.”

It was a brilliant argument, not just because it got Zenger a unanimous verdict of not guilty, but because it established the usefulness and power of newspapers as means by which popular revolt against authority might be incited and led. That is essentially the role newspapers would play in the years leading up to the declaration of independence and the immediate aftermath of American autonomy from Britain.

The scale of the newspaper business in America grew rapidly in the 1730s and 1740s.

By 1750 there were fourteen weekly newspapers and the press was becoming a valuable feature of colonial/national life. Business played a big part. The American economy was growing fast – to such an extent that people began to assert that the business of America was business. Population was growing too. The new newspapers benefited from excellent opportunities to sell advertising space. Soon they began to appear more often – moving from weekly publication to twice or three times per week.  

But profits were not the only force propelling the growth of journalism. A lot of the space in these newspapers was occupied by stories about politics – whether American or international. People took a close interest in British affairs, following the activities of the British monarch and his government with rapt attention. Britain was their ultimate ruler – decisions taken in London made a real difference to their lives. 

At home the struggle for authority was growing between British appointed Royal Governors and the Americans’ own popular assemblies. At first newspapers considered direct challenges to British authority too hot to handle. They allowed their presses to be used to produce pamphlets arguing the case for independence – but kept their own pages free of controversy. 

The American press at this time liked to proclaim itself free of state control. In fact proprietors and editors were keenly aware that the British could close down a newspaper at will. Usually such drastic action was unnecessary. In John Tebbel’s words 
“Sometimes one newspaper was more outspoken than the others, and then the authorities, whether governor or assembly, would make threatening noises. It was usually enough. The press was no longer licensed, but it was censored through intimidation, or the possibility of it.”

One piece of legislation did more than anything else to break this uneasy truce between the American press and its British political masters: the Stamp Act of 1765. Like its British counterpart – with which you are already familiar – the Stamp Act had a powerful impact on newspapers. Some simply stopped publishing – depriving the business community of advertising opportunities and the people of information. 

Others condemned the tax as an assault on the very existence of a free press. The Pennsylvania Journal and Weekly Advertiser published a tombstone on its front page. The Boston Gazette and Maryland Gazette printed skull-and-crossbones motifs on theirs. 

Supporters of American independence were the political beneficiaries – not least because the British justified the tax as necessary to cover the heavy costs of the long war with France and suggested that Americans should be grateful that British soldiers had saved a predominantly protestant population from dominance by a Catholic power.

The latter point was valid, but not valid enough to overcome the normal popular reaction to taxation. People do not like paying tax. It is a fact of life. And most people are even more reluctant to pay it to a government they have not chosen. Indeed, “No taxation without representation” – a phrase first used by the Reverend Jonathan Mayhew in a sermon in Boston in 1750 - was, by 1765 to become a rallying cry for American rebels. It was more firmly expressed in the slogan “Taxation without representation is tyranny.”
The Stamp Act was perfectly designed to antagonise people who were capable of influencing opinion against the British. It hurt publishers of newspapers and it hurt lawyers – whose documents were also taxed by the new levy. Tebbel writes that
“From the day in 1765 that the Stamp Act took effect until the end of the Revolution, American newspapers were preoccupied with politics. The news was subordinated to the uses of propaganda. At one level it was the classic propaganda of the class struggle – the have-not mobs of Boston and New York, for example, against the privilege and position which the Crown and its rich friends represented. On another level, it was the revolt of men who found themselves unjustly deprived of basic freedoms – the kind of deprivation which inspired the cry of “taxation without representation.”

The cause of American independence was not a united one. Among its supporters were Whig capitalists who championed free enterprise and the rights of private property and resented the British government’s interference in these lucrative areas of activity and democrats such as Sam Adams (1722-1803), the Harvard graduate from Massachusetts whose radical philosophy – and disdain for mere money -  was expressed in his declaration that 

“If ye love wealth greater than liberty, the tranquillity of servitude
greater than the animating contest for freedom, go home from us
in peace. We seek not your counsel, nor your arms. Crouch down
and lick the hand that feeds you; May your chains set lightly upon
you, and may posterity forget that ye were our countrymen.”

Newspapers were pushed towards the radical line – sometimes the mob would smash the presses and break the type at publications that tried to play an objective or pro-British role. Many became outspoken, rabble-rousing propaganda sheets, passionate in their promotion of the cause but worthless as sources of objective information. Some such as the Boston Gazette took an active party in planning rebellion as well as writing about it. 

Benjamin Edes, one half of the partnership with John Gill that owned that newspaper, was a leading participant in the Boston Tea Party – the early (December 1773) act of direct rebellion against the British authorities in which Americans destroyed crates of tea belonging to the British East India Company in Boston Harbour.  To the British and their Tory supporters among the American population the Boston Gazette became known as the “Weekly Dung Barge.” When British forces occupied the city at the beginning of the war of independence Edes and Gill fled, taking their press with them.
There were newspapers and editors that attempted to cover the conflict objectively. One such was William Goddard, a printer editor in Baltimore, Maryland who owned the Maryland Gazette.  Goddard was not pro-British, but nor was he a rabid patriot. He simply believed in an editor’s right to decide what should appear in his newspaper. At one point this led to a mob attacking his office for darting to publish views with which they disagreed. Some members of the mob believed he should be hanged.
But such independence of spirit was rare. Ambrose Serle, the British official in charge of New York’s Royalist press in 1776 – the year America declared independence in the declaration of July 4th – and more than a year after “the shot that was heard around the world” was fired in Lexington on April 19th 1775 – explained the role of American newspapers during the Revolution ion a letter to Lord Dartmouth.

“One is astonished to see with what avidity they are sought after, and how implicitly they are believed , by the great bulk of the people…Government may find it expedient, in the sum of things,  to employ this popular engine.”

By which Serle meant, of course, that British should publish newspapers that would support their cause as enthusiastically as the rebel titles campaigned for independence. It was a forlorn hope. Newspapers united the supporters of American independence. They were magnets to brilliant, enthusiastic young patriots who made the case for rebellion eloquently and encouraged the rebels to retain faith in their cause when the fighting was hard. 

Objectivity did not exist. In John Tebbet’s words:

“Wars have always stimulated the art of communication and the Revolution was no exception. The newspapers held the colonies together during the struggle, in a sense, keeping up spirits which had ample reason to be depressed. And gathering the news of a conflict which was scattered over most of the Eastern half of the country. As a news gatherer, morale upholder and propaganda medium the newspaper was unexcelled during the war.”      

There was fine writing published on both sides of the conflict. Skilled propagandists swore they were telling the truth – and from the passion with which they wrote it is clear that many of them believed it. Some editors showed real courage – the British had no time for editors who supported the rebels and the mob had none for those who defended British rule. Others were supine – changing sides as their town or city was taken by forces hostile to their editorial line and then changing back when the tide of war reversed. 

Who can say they would have been braver? Journalists may acknowledge a duty to impartiality. Many of us genuinely believe we should honour it. To do so with a rampaging mob outside your office or a sword at you throat is not so much difficult as impossible. It is unfair to imagine that American newspapers could have remained calm, dispassionate and objective while their countrymen were fighting to establish their freedom from British rule. 

Few among them wanted to be. They were participants in the struggle against Britain not neutral observers. They were inspired by the words of the Declaration of Independence. I’m not surprised. More than 230 year later it still stands as a monument of clarity, passion and integrity.  

IN CONGRESS, JULY 4, 1776
The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America
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When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. — That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. — Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world.

But if journalism helped America to win independence, the partisanship that became entrenched during those years was less helpful during the early years of the new republic. Historians have called the years between 1789 and 1808 “the dark ages of the American newspaper.” The rigid factionalism of the revolution was now applied to American domestic politics – with newspapers lining up with one or other of the two main factions in the new, independent Congress – the Federalists and the Republicans.

This argument – between those who favour a powerful, national government for the USA and those who prefer to locate power mainly in the hands of states and individuals – has never entirely disappeared from American politics. It exists today, though the terms of debate have changed. At the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it ensured that newspapers that had learned to be ideological blunderbusses during the fight for independence remained firmly ideological now.   They became party newspapers.

Some were lucid, elegant and honest. Many were everything but – preferring insult and vilification of opponents to reasoned argument and committing numerous examples of what we would certainly consider libel – though the new America lacked a body of legal precedent upon which a clear definition of libel could be based.

George Washington, the hero of the revolutionary war, was lavishly praised when he became the first president of the USA in 1789, but he prophesied at the time that, 

“The extravagant (and I may say undue) praises which they are heaping upon me at this moment will be turned into equally extravagant (that I will fondly hope unmerited) censures”

He was spot on. Before he had even sworn the oath of office hostile journalists published old allegations that he had made himself rich through the illegal misappropriation of property. The President wrote to a friend that “It is to be lamented that the Editors of the different Gazettes in the Union do not more generally, and more correctly – instead of stuffing their papers with scurrility and nonsensical declamation – publish the debates in Congress on all great national questions, and this with no uncommon pains, every one of them might do.”

It sounds to modern ears like a classic politician’s complaint that journalists should report the issues instead of focusing on personality and controversy. But Washington had a point. Few of the newspapers he encountered published facts and comment. The comment too often appeared without any professional reporting.

Washington tried to use the press in the way politics still try to use journalists today. He sought to conceal what he did not want to be known and to promote his achievements. But he was faced by excessive partisanship in many newspapers. Part of his solution was to permit the establishment, by his Cabinet member Alexander Hamilton, of the Gazette of the United States – a nominally independent publication that was in reality the official organ of the administration. Hamilton put up money to start it, hand-picked the editor, John Fenno, and made sure it was kept profitable by delivering regular government printing contracts. 
The Republicans responded predictably. Their leader, Thomas Jefferson, was behind the establishment of the National Gazette under a brilliant and idealistic editor, Philip Freneau. Republican backing for the National Gazette was only slightly more subtle than Federalist sponsorship of the Gazette of the United States. Jefferson chose Freneau as editor and employed him as a translator in the State Department at $250 a year to ensure that he was solvent. But when he was accused of running the National Gazette for political purposes, Jefferson denied any association with it. He was lying. 

Later, another President, Andrew Jackson (in office 1829 – 1837) adopted the same tactic – establishing the Washington Globe as the mouthpiece of his administration. 

The parallels are clear with the partisan, party-supporting newspapers that existed in Victorian and Edwardian Britain.

According to John Tebbet:

“The press had won its freedom from government license and then sold itself utterly and voluntarily to its former masters. From its use as a revolutionary propaganda machine to its hardly concealed official position as the private organ of a President, it had encompassed the range of partisan expression at the expense of truth and responsibility.” 

Like British newspapers it would only escape this enslavement to powerful interest groups when a new style of journalism allowed a new type of proprietor to grow rich enough to be independent. We will consider the first of these American press barons in our seminar. He was James Gordon Bennett. 

Please read the relevant chapter from Piers Brendon’s “Life and Death of the Press Barons”   
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