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ABSTRACT

This study traces the history of the idea that it is
the function of the press to inform the public. Rather than
assuming at the outset a public that requires a press to
‘stay informéd, the study examines the historical conditioans
which create a public that is dependent on newspapers. It
then asks how those conditions have changed in a modern
communication environment, and whether the notion of an
"informed public" is therefore still relevant. Much of the
study is concerned with the factors other than the
information the press provides which bear on the problem of
"informing the public." These include the competition for
attention among different communicators, many of whom have
goals antithetical to those of the press; the size and cscale
of the problems a modern public must understand; the way in
which the audiences for the press are structured as social -
(and para-social) units; the privatizing effects of the mass
media; and the limitations of news as a symbol system. The
ideas of Walter Lippmann and John Dewey on the press and
public opinion are used to ingquire into the nature of a
modern public and its relationship to the press. The study
concludes with an analysis of bthe mybthology surrounding the
idea of an informed public, much of which, the study
contends, has been sponsored by the profession of

journalism.
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No more than the kings beforxre them
should the people be hedged with
divinity. Like all princes and
rulers, like all sovereigns, they are
ill-served by flattery and adulation.
And they are betrayed by the servile
hypocrisy which tells them that what
is true and what is false, what is
right and what is wrong, can be
determined by their votes.

Walter Lippmann
The Public Philosophy
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You give us twenty—-two minutes we’ll
give you the world.

WINS-Radio, New York
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INTRODUCTION

JOURNALISM AS A TRANSACTION

In 1950 Axrthur Hays Sulzbexger, publisher of The New
York Times, spoke at the University of Missouri on "The
Responsibilities of Maturity." This is what he told his
audience of professional journalists:

We have two choices. We can report, and define, and
explain, in honest perspective, the great issues
which are now before the world; or we can ignore and
minimize these issues and divert our readers to less
important, but no doubt more entertaining, mattexrs.
My vote goes for the paper that informs. (gtd. in
Mott, The News in America 32)

By "the paper that informs" Sulzberger no doubt meant a
journal which features important information and serious
analysis. In "voting for" such a paper—-—-a paper like his
own—-Sulzberger made an interesting assumption. He assumed
that "a paper that informs" is a statement about the kind of
journalism pracbticed by the newspaper. In Sulzberger'’s
view, a paper which presents information and analysis is a
"paper that informs," while one offering diverting feature

stories is a "paper that entertains." But there is

something missing from these otherwise reasonable

vi
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statements: the people who read the newspaper. We may be
reminded here of the teacher’s lament, "I taught good but
those kids sure didn’t learn.” If Sulzbergex was speaking
about the undergraduate curriculum and said, "My vote goes
to the course that instructs," we would hope that he had in
mind the students who are to be instructed. We would hope,
for example, that he would not eguate adeguate instructional
materials with a "course that instructs." For to do so
would be to show an impoverished view of education, in which
the learning experience of the student is ignored while
school policy and teaching strategies receive all the
attention. 8Similarly, it is an impoverished view of
journalism which states that "providing information" egquals
a "paper that informs."

In his remarkable little book, Origins of Western
Literacy, Eric Havelock points out what he thinks to be an
obvious fact: that a historian interested in literacy as a
social condition must trace the history of reading, not the
history of writing. Of course the point is obvious once
stated; but it is easy to overlook because the history of
rYeading vanishes as it is being made, whereas the history of
writing is at least partially recorded. Havelock admits
that the history of reading is difficult to recover from
written records. But the prominence of writing in the
historian‘s materials "should not be used as an excuse for

ignoring" reading, he argues (18-9). A similar point can be
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made about the history of journalism as a social
institution. What are we really interested in when we
examine the press of an earlier era? What was printed, ox
what was read? If our aim is more than antiquarian, the
content of the press must be regarded as only 2 clue to a
larger history: the history, not of what the press has done,
but of what people have done with the press. Herxre is wherxe
the social significance of journalism lies: in the uses made
of journalism by the people who found a use for it.

What Arthur Hays Sulzberger ignored in his remarks to
fellow journalists is frequently ignored by press
historians, as well. Journalism is not an activity
conducted solely by journélists; or, to put it another way,
journalism is communication and communication is something
that takes place between people. It is not an action but a
transaction. A transactional history of journalism would be
a very different thing from, say, the history of newspapers.
Instead of "How did the newspaper change?" the question
would be "How did communication between the newspaper and
its readership change?" The present study seeks to make a
contribution to this second approach. It is concerned not
with the press alone but with the press and the audience
democracy assumes for it, namely, the public.

It should be said at the outset that "the public” is
notv a thing in the world. It is not, for example,

coincident with the people who read newspapers. Those
viii
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readexrs may be brought to the newspaper for reasons having
‘nobhing to do with their public role as citizens. Because
the press may be essential to citizenship does not mean that
patrons of the press are esgentially citizens. They may be
mostly consumers, sportvs fans, investors or lonely hearts
looking for a little advice. But the public cannot be
considered wholly apart from the newspaper either. As we
shall see in Chapter One, the very idea of a democratic
publiec has been bound up with the press since at least the
founding of the American republic.

What the public is, how we ought to think of it, is the
point at issue in this study. So we cannot ;imply give an
"operational definition"” of the public and proceed fxom
there. Ourx interest is in the idea of the public as the
body to whom the press communicates. We will attempt to
examine the history of that idea as it meets up with changes
in the form of the newspaper and in the communication
environment generally. Thus we are interested not only in
the public as a body of citizens but in public life as the
atmosphere in which that body is assumed to conduct its
business. QOuxr method will be to compare what is said
about press and public with what we can discover about the
way the newspaper has communicated at different points in
its history. Do statements about press and public reflect
the way the newspaper communicates? Or do they disort and

ignore the communication transaction sponsored by the press?

ix
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Do they take into account the changing conditions of public
life? Or do they pass over those changes and assume a
communication environment which may no longer exist?

In posing these sorts of questions, we will be
particularly interested in tﬁe most common assumption aboub
made about press and public: that, by presenting
information, the press "informs the public."” One way to
define the study that follows is to call it a critical
review of the meaning and validity of this assumption,
‘conducted at different points in press history.

The study is divided into two parts. Part One is
comprised of the first five chapters and is entitled "The
Making of the Modexn Public." It is about the challenge
modern conditions pose for traditional conceptions of press
and public. Here the most important development is the rise
of a new press in the mid-nineteenth century. The penny
papers, a cheap, popular form of Jjournalism introduced in
the 1830s, became the basis of the modern American press.
We will examine the prxroblems this new form of journalism
posed for the assumption that "the press informs the
public.” Part Two is called "The Public and the
Professionalized Press." It is about the attitude the press
took toward the public as it grew into a recognized
profession after the turn of the century. Included are the

ideas of two outstanding critvics of that attitude, who are
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also the two most important thinkers on the subject of press
aﬁd public, Walter Lippmann and John Dewey.

Chapter One inquires into the origins of the idea that
the job of the press is to inform the public. Chapter Two
introduces the revolution in journalism caused by the penny
papers. Chapter Three examines the utopian ideas about
press and public which arose from that revolution,
particularly after it absorbed the invention of the
telegraph. Chapter Four examines an opposite tendency: the
dark view of the masses which the popular newspaperxr
inspired. Chapter Five attempts to explain some of these
developments by focusing on a peculiar fact about the modern
public: that it is gathered together without actually
meeting. Chapter Six, which begins Part Two of the study,
traces the rise of the professional attitude in journalism
after the turn of the century, paying particular attention
to the way in which the public was construed by an emerging
proféssion of journalism. Chapter Seven examines Walter
Lippmann’s view of press and public, contrasting it with the
professional attitude. Chapter Eight does the same for John
Dewey. Finally, the conclusion takes up the gquestion: how
should the public be thought of today?

There is one more point which needs to be made before
beginning the study. The press will be equated with the

newspaper press throughout most of the study, although
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television is frequently brought into the discussion. There
are two main reasons for this. First, for most of the
periods discussed television would not yet have made an
appearence. Second, the origin of ideas about press and
public is all in the history of the newspaper press. A new
vocabulary for discussing press and public has not
accompanied the rise of television, which is an interesting
fact in itself. 1In any event, the study hopes to show that
certain weaknesses in common assumptions about press and
public are even more glaring in the case of television, a
point which will be explored later in the study.

We begin, then, with the following gquestion: how did
the notion arise that it is the functioh of the press to

inform the public?

xii
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PART ONE

THE MAKING OF THE MODERN PUBLIC
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CHAPTER 1

DEMOCRACY AND DISTANCE

The idea that the function of the press is to inform
the public appears to come from democracy itself, to be a
kind of deduction one is entitled to make from the premise
of government by the people. As Frank Luther Mott, the
senior historian of American Jjournalism put it: "Whenever
the ultimate decisions depend on the will of the people, it
is obviously necessary, if these decisions are to made
intelligently, that they should be based on adequate popular
knowledge of events and conditions" (News In America 5).
The press, of course, is the means by which an "adequate
knowledge" of public affairs is to be gaimed, and on that
basis freedom of the press is said to be essential to
democratic government (Siebert et al. T).

But why should the issue arise whether people have
"adequate knowledge of events and conditions," and why
should the press—--specifically, the newspapex--be put
forward as the answer? How does the problem of "informing
the publiec" originate, and what is it about newspapers that

makes them the obvious solution?
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News: a function of distance

These questions may seem simple-minded, but even a
passing acquaintance with the history of the press shows
they are not. For example, before the penny papers of the
18305, newspapers provided almost no local news (Mott,
American Journalism 51, 197; Schudson, Discovering the News
27-28). Deaths, marriages, shipping data and an occasional
murder were the only exceptions; there was almost no
coverage of public affairs, no enterprising reporting on
town government or regular exchange of opinion on local
issues. And yet "government by the people" existed at the
local level-- indeed, the small town that meets to discuss
its problems and conduct its business is our most vivid
image of democracy at work. Why is it that a newspaper
vigorously reporting the affairs of the local community was
not necessary bo_éighteenth century town government?

The answer, of course, is that the size of the
community naturally made for an "informed public." People
could see with thelr eyes and hear with theix ears most
everything they needed to know (Schlesinger 60). As the New
England Courant said of an occurance on the streets of
Boston, "There were too many spectators there to make it now
a pilece of public news" (gtd. in Mott, Amerxican Journalism
51). It is only when the community reaches a certain size,
and events unfolding in one section are unlikely to reach
another, that news distributed through a newspaper becomes

in any way a necessity.
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The point can be stated more generally: News arrives
from a distance. It crosses the space between individuals
and events. As the German communication theorist Karl Knies
put it, “"News is the communication of an event which occured
away from the location of the recepient" (gtd. in Hardt B8Z).
It follows, then, that the history of news is a history of
the "awayness" of things, a storxy of those changes in the
scale of social organization which create gaps between
people and events. News and newspapers have no vital role
in a community until the distances which create a demand for
news are themselves created and worked into the scale of
daily life. GSo it is not democracy as a principle that
demands an enterprising press, but democracy extended over
distance—-— in a word, a republic. And "news hunger" is not,

as Mott contends, "fundamental in human nature" (News i

America 1). People begin to hunger for news when events

extend out bazyond the sense of sight and the normal
progression of word of mouth. The first people to hunger
for news in this way were the Romans, whose empire extended
far beyond the reach of the spoken word. Political
economist Karl Bucher, anothexr German scholar with an
interest in news, observed that

Only when Roman supremacy had embraced or subjected

to its influence all the countries of the
Mediterranean was there need of some means by which
the ruling class who had gone to the provinces as
officials, tax-farmers and in other occupations,

might receive the current news of the capital. It is
significant that Caesar, the creator of the military
monarchy and of the administrative centralization of
Rome, is regarded as the foundexr of the first
contrivance resembling a newspaper. (gtd. in Hardtb 104)
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The Sociologist Helen MacGill Hughes makes the same
peint in analyzing the origins of news: "Whenever trade and
government has [sic] taken men away from home, the
successful prosecution of their affairs has required them to
know what was going on in their head offices. This is the
condition that makes news imperative and gives it value and
which, in the first place, gave rvise to its regulax
collection" (2). So the first function of news is not to
"inform the public" but to keep centers in touch with
margins. Before anyone thought to publish (oxr demand) a
newspaper there were professional letter-writers who kept
statesmen and wealthy merchants informed of events in

distance places. News was for those who controlled empires.

The Imagined Community

When news is thought of in relation to distance, there
is suddenly more bto explain about the relationship between
press and public. It is no longer enough to say, "The press
has the job of informing the public," for an earlier
question prescents itself: How does a public that requires a
press come to be formed? What are the conditions which put
the community as a whole in the position of the statesman
and merchant who must "keep in touch" through the news? 1In
the history of the American press this point can be fixed
rather precisely. It was the creation of a union out of

thirteen far—-flung colonies that first brought into
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existence a public whose scale demanded communication
through newspapers. The demand for a press to serve this
new public was both an empirical fact—--it spurred the growth
of newspapers in the mid-eighteenth cenbtury-—-and a logical
necessity, in the sense that representative government
extended over such a distance could not be imagined without
some means to inform the people of actions taken in their
name. (The relationship between these two notions of
"demand" is itself interesting, for it turns out that the
kind of press the logic of democracy demands is not always
in demand in an empirical sense, a fact to be explored in
latexr chapters.)

The public whose scale implied a free and enterprising
press was, in effect, signed into law with the Constitution.
But it first began to emerge in the struggle for
independence from British rule, which created a community of
colonists absolutely dependent on newspapers for word of its
existence. One of the problems for leaders of the patriot
cause before the Revolution was a communications problem—-
how to “"make thirteen clocks strike as one," as John Adams
put it (gtd. in Schlesinger, Sr. 13). The real American
Revolution, Arthur Schlesinger notes, was the gradual shift
in sentiment against the mother country throughout the
thirteen colonies, which the war itself only capped off (4).
The inhabitants of one town had to be infected with the same

feeling that was rising in anothexr, and this feeling had to
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coalesce around certain abstract principles that were said
to cross distance and unite all colorists—— indeed, all men.
"A massive politicization of the populace was underway,"”
Richard D. Brown observes, "Generally accustomed to some
parbicipation in local politics, people now became informed
and concerned with provincial and imperial issues" (79).
Here was thz beginning of the public the Constitution later
institutionalized: the point at which Americans began to
think of themselves as belonging to an abstract union of
free men, rather than as subjects of England, inhabitants of
Boston, or members of a particular clan. It was not that
these other identities were wiped away, but that a new one
was born, what Brown calls the modern notion of citizenship.
"A citizen, whatever his ancestry or personal history, was a
bearer of the ideology of libexty," he notes, "Commitment to
such abstractions was supplanting traditional loyalties to
local villages, kinfolk and social superiors" (80).

The newspapers of the period undoubtedly played a large
part in creating this commitment to an invisible community
of the like-minded. Schlesinger points out that while the
patriot cause had no coordinated propaganda effort it
somehow managed to unite opinion across the colonies, partly
because of common grievances but also because of effective
communication from town to town, much of it thrxough the
newspaper. The newspaper, he notes, synthesized all other

forms of protest and propaganda and encouraged their spread.
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It trumpeted the doings of Whig committees,
publicized the rallies and mobbings, promoted
parbvisan fast days and anniversaries, blazoned
patriotic speeches and toasts, popularized
anti-British slogans, gave wide currency to ballads
and broadsides, furthered the persecution of tories,
reprinted London news of the government’s intentions
concerning America and, in general, created an
atmosphere of distrust and enmity that made
reconciliation increasingly difficult. (46)

At this stage the press was not yet "informing the
public“ but helping to create the public it would later be
expected to inform-- if we mean by that public a body of
citizens who require the press to “"keep in touch" with
events affecting their interests. For before such a bedy
could emerge the press had to convince the colonists that
they had common inbterests and that events in one community
therefore meant something to the inhabitants of another.
News of uprisings in other places enlarged the world of the
colonists, creating a "need to know" which could only be
satisfied by more news. Here, then, is one reason why the
relationship between press and public can never be as simple
as saying, "The press inforxrms the publiec." Forming a public
is Jjust as likely the effect of news as informing.

To be clear on this point: The sort of public for
which a press is required begins to be formed when the
interests of a community are extended beyond the scale of
face to face relations and the organic spread of news

typical of gossip. Hughes describes the condition of the

community before this extension of scale:
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In the smaller woxld of local concerns, in the
countryside, the village, and the neighborhood,
gossip circulated the news of interesting events
among the illiterate-—- and others. Its scope was
smaller, being the geographical range of the peasant
and the villager. Word of mouth was its natural and
spontaneous medium. It had no superstructure of
professional newsgatherer and purchaser and no cash
value. (4)

As we have seen, the first people to demand news were
merchants and statesmen whose affairs extended far enough in
space to require contact with distant events. The effect of
the Revolution, then, was to extend everyone’s affairs from
center to margin, from a relatively self-contained world
where word of mouth could prevail to a larger universe in
which one’s interests werxe being defended and attacked by
proxy, so to speak. For any community a rumor of waxr is the
always the biggest news because it threatens to extend so
many lives so far in space. An event that extends the
community in this fashion "makes news" in the sense that it
opens up new distances for news to cross.

Without a doubt the greatest news making event ever was
the signing of the Constitution, which instantly made the
inhabitants of the American states citizens of a nation.

The dimensions of the new nation and the form of government
envisoned for it implied a whole range of new distances
across which news would have to travel. Suddenly one had to
elect national leaders, debate national issues and keep in

touch with events unfolding at a distant capital (Brown 97).

It would be another century before the full implications of
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national citizenship were felt, but what the Revolution had
begun the Constitution institutionalized: a world in which
every citizen had not only political interests but political
duties extending far beyond the local community—— a world
which could only be reached through the news. To get some
idea of the Constitution’s effect, imagine today a document
making evexy person on earth a citizen in a democratic world
government. Think of the new bureaus that would have to be
opened up, the number of journalists that would now be in
demand, the new range of "issues" that would require public
attention, the interest one would have to take in events
that literally did not exist before. Think of all the

opinions one would have to have!

Public and republic

The framers of the Constitution (and their opponents)
were aware that a public of unprecedented scale had suddenly
been brought into being (Brown 91). And so the guestion
arose: Was the new nation too big to be govermed in the
manney provided for in the Constitution? In The Federalist
No. 14 James Madison decided to consider that gquestion
directly. Those who doubted that the Constitution could
function over such distances were confusing a democracy with
a republic, Madison argued.l

As the natural limit of a democracy is that distance
from the central point, which will just permit the

most remote citizens to assemble as often as their
public functions demand, and will include no greatex
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10

number than can join in these functions; so the

natural limit of a republic, is that distance from

the centre, which will barely allow the
representatives of the people to meet as often as may
be necessary for the administration of public

affairs. (gtd. in Meyers 133)

The United States do not exceed the natural limit of a
republic, Madison contended; and to prove it he went on to
calculate the number of miles the most distant
representatives would have to travel. His proof of the
republic’s viability assumes that when the boundaries of a
democracy are pushed out from the local community to a
larger territory, the crossing of distance becomes the
limiting factor. For the republic to be workable, Madison
reasoned, btransportation had to be good enough to enable
representatives to meet as often as necessary.

But the territory separating legislators was not the
only di/.3nce a republic opened up. There was also the
distant : between representatives and their constituents,
between a new national government and local communities that
before had been largely self geoverning. Moreover, this
disbance was a mental as well as a physical fact: being out
of sight, the republic could easily be out of mind as well.
Here it was not transportation but communication that
determined the "natural limit" of the republic. A free and
enterprising press would be required to cross the gap

separating a national government from the daily lives of

citizens. Madison drew this conclusion in his arguments
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against the Alien and Sedition Laws of 1798, which
threatened to give the national government broad powers of
censorship. Is it not obvious, he asked, that the
government should be restrained from regulating the press in
any manneyxy, considering "the peculiar distance of the seat
of its proceedings from the great body of its constituents;
and the peculiar difficulty of circulating an adequate
knowledge of them through any other channel?" (gtd. in Meyex
336) With the creation of a federal republic, the problem
of communication thus progressed from how to make “"thirteen
clocks strike as one" to how an adeguate knowledge of
government was to be distributed across the "peculiar
distance" of the new nation. The strategic question of
uniting the colonies against the crown became the larger
issue of informing the people, not for action against a

common enemy but for the important duties of citizenship.

Government: a homespun affair

We have so far discussed the creation of the public as
a legal entity. Yet almost everyone who has thought
seriously about the nature of popular government has thought
it wise to point out that laws creating "government by the
people” do not create people who are willing or able to
govern themselves (Becker 48). Henry Steele Commager, for

example:
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Madison’s observation that ultimate reliance must be
not on "external principles" but on the "intermnal
structure" of government was profound, but even it
did not penetrate to the heart of the matter.
Ultimate reliance was on the virtue, the
intelligence, and the sophistication of the people."”
(233)

The Constitution may have signed into law a public of
unprecedented scale; but the people who were to form that
public were obviously not the creation of legal documents——
they were products of their history. To ask, then, how the
idea of a public originated is also to ask about the culture
of eighteenth century America. It is to inquire into "the
virtue, the intelligence, and the sophistication of the
people" as culbtural facts (rather than legal premises).
Obviously an adegquate cultural history of the period is
beyond the scope of the present study. The most that can be
done here is to observe what others have observed about the
character of the people who formed the first newspaper
public, and to suggest some historical reasons for
assumptions that were made about them.

In writing Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocgueville
declared his subject to be, not democratic government, but
what he called “custom," meaning the cast of mind and the
type of character democracy tends to produce (1: 299).
Expressed finally in law, democracy in America was at bottom
& cultural condition, a way of life made possible by the

peculiar circumstances of the country’s growth and preserved

in the habits and expectations of the people (1: 32Z). The

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



13

story of that way of life has been told many times:
American democracy originated in the small settlements of
the New World, where people came together to clear the land
and form a government among themselves, pledging to protect
the public order and work in common for the common good.
Unhampered by tradition yet forced by the harsh environment
to coooperate with each otherxr, the early settlers tempered
an independence of mind and spirit with a strong sense of
social duty, a love of liberty with a practical knowledge of
government, a dedication to principle with the difficult
lessons of frontier living. The delicate balance finally
achieved by the Constitution was preceded and made possible
by this balance of traits in the character of the people,
without which, Tocgueville believed, no democratic
government could be safe (1: 325).
0f all the achievements America might parade before the
world, Tocqueville said, the one to be truly admired was the
way in which the Constitution was adopted, a triumph of
invention and restraint "at a solemn moment, when the
national power abdicated, as it were, its authority." The
glory of the American Revolution has been largely imagined,
he wrote; many nations have performed more valiantly in time
of war.
But it is new in the history of society to see a
great people turn a calm and scrutinizing eye upon
itself when apprised by the legislature that the
wheels of government are stopped, to see it carefully
examine the exent of the evil, and patiently wait two
whole years until a remedy is discovered, to which it

voluntarily submits without its costing a tear or
drop of blood from mankind. (1: 113;
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No law could have produced such patience and common
sense, Tocqueville observed. The only way to account for
the miracle of the Constitution was to note the course
American democracy had taken from its beginings in the self
governing town to the final formation of the republic. In
Europe, he noted, government had "commenced in the superiox
ranks of society and was gradurily and imperfectly
communicated to the different members of the social body."
But in America, "the township was organized before the
county, the county before the state, the state before the
union" (1: 40), This peculiaxr history allowed a model of
citizenship originating in the local community to progress
in a similar fashion from town to state to nation, leading
the historian Carl Becker to observe that Americans have
always considered government "essentially a homespun affair,
a convenient committee appointed by the people to perform
certain specified communal services" (16). Anyone could
serve on the committee, for all were competent to understand
the needs of the community and skilled at solving problems.
Johﬁ Adams said of America before the Revolution that its
division into townships, each empowered to "assemble, choose
officers, make laws, mend roads and twenty other things,
gives every man an opportunity... and makes knowledge and
dexterity at public buisness common" (gtd. in Commagex 1Z8).
Much of what we still mean by "the public," the very

language we use in discussing “"public opinion" and the
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"public mood," shows the trace of America’s small town
origins. The image of a competent, informed community of
citizens has been adapted to describe evexr larger political
units, from the colony to the nation to the entire world.

As we will see in later chapters, this tendency to speak of
larger structures in terms of a village environment has also

shaped ideas about the press and its functions.

Woxrk and the rights of citizenship

For Tocqueville, the belief that the art of government
could be practiced by all was one of the identifying
features of American democracy. It governed expectations atb
every level of social intercourse, from the family to the
nation to the state (1: 418). What was so novel about the
idea was not the principle of self-government, which the
Greeks had enacted in the polis, but the extension of that
principle across longer distances than antiquity could evex
have imagined. We have already examined how the American
republic stretched across the physical territory of +the
states. But it also stretched across certain social
distinctions that had been essential to the concept of self
rule in antiquity. Upholders of the patriot cause
frequently compared the American experiment to that of the
Greeks (Commagexr 103). "What Athens was in miniature,
America will be in magnitude," said Tom Paine (gtd. in

Commagexr 36). But while the Greeks allowed evexy citizen
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the right to participate in public affairs, they also
limited the class of citizens to a privileged minority. The
most important privilege was freedom from work and more
genérally from the realm of necessesity. As Hannah Arendt
observes in The Human Condition, the Greeks believed that
those who were forced to work could never be free citizens
of the state, for the laborer shared with lower creatures
the limitations imposed on his condition by the body (24).
Citizenship, of course, was an activity of the mind. The
equality of citizens in the polis was therefore created by
the massive inequalities in Greek society. Freedom to
reason and legicslate were literally the products of slavery,
and the political realm was a protected assembly of equals
“in which neither rule nor being ruled existed" (Arendt 31).
The colonists may have been inspired by the Greeks (and
some, of course, did own slaves), but the American
experiment with democracy was of a very different character.
The average man was presumed able to participate in
government. In ordexr to be a citizen he did not have to be
"freed" from work oxr the struggle to advance in the world.
Citizenship could be practiced in one’s spare time, so to
speak. Endowed by nature with reason and the right to
govern himself, the common man could enter the political
realm whenever necessary, sure of his skills and his
standing there. True, the founding fathers limited the

rights of citizenship to property-owning adult white males,
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but these property-owning adult white males were nonetheless
not the members of a leisure class. They worked for a
living, and also found time to govern themselves. This is a
combination that would not have occurred to the Greeks. As
John Dewey observes, "Aristotle could not conceive of a body
of citizens competent to carry on politics consisting of
othex than those who had lesiure, that is, those who were
relieved from all other occupations, especially that of
making a livelihood" (Public and its Problems 138).

Today, the familiar "man in the street" interview shows
how naturally we eguate the rights and duties of citizenship
with a busy life of labox. The man in the street is in the
street because he is on his way to work or returning home.
Pausing to give his opinions on the issues of the day, he
feels no hesitation in passing from private concerns to the
realm of politics and public affairs. For Arxendt, this is a
distinctly modern attitude; the Greeks would have found the
passage impossible (31). It is imporitant to note that news
is what makes the citizen—as—-worker idea feasible. News
appears to allow working people knowledge of events which
their work prevents them from witnessing. It is news that
passes through the man in the street to come out in the form
of opinion. Herxre, then, is another sense in which the
public created by the Constitution logically demanded a free
and enterprising press. In ancient Greece, what citizens

"do" is act like citizens togethexr. (Axendt 177). They
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speak and listen; they make their appearance in the polis
before an audience of eguals in order tokexercise the
supremely human faculty of reason. In America, citizens
have always had other things to do; they enter the political
realm when it becomes necessary to act politically--
characteristically, to vote. A public that works at
business other than public business creates a mental
distance between private life and public affairs. Across
this distance news travels. "Informing the public" as an
essential function in a democracy therefore arises when the
title of citizen is extended to those who labor at dutvies
other than citizenship; or, to look at it another way, when
the work of the world is distributed from the laboring
classes to the ruling classes so that sharxp distinctions
between the two begin to dissolve. Thus, Tocqueville
concluded that the press becomes more important as social

conditions become more egual (2: 114),

Jefferson’s dilemma

The citizen as a worker who takes time out for politics
is today represented by the man in the street, but in the
eighteenth century the ideal was the man in the fields.
Both Madison and Jefferson thought farmers wexre the hope of
the republic because the nature of their work demanded a
general competence and gave every man a stake in the
preservation of order. "Cultivators of the earth are the

most valuable citizens," Jefferson wrote in a letter to John
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Jay, "They are the most vigorous, the most independent, the
most virtuous, and they are tied to their country, and
wedded to its liberty and interests, by the most lasting
bonds."2 Jefferson believed that "such men may safely and
advantageously reserve to themselves 2 wholesome control
over theix public affairs, and a degree of freedom, which,
in the hands of the ganaille of the cities of Europe, would
be instantly perverted to the dﬁpolibion and desbtruction of
everything public and private."

While in principle every man was considered able to
particpate in government, in practice some lives made fox
betver citizens than others, Jefferson thought. The
environment of the city was hostile to the health of the
republic because it introduced into social relations the
"casualties and caprice" of trade, crowded people together
in relations of dependence and generally corrupted the body
politic by making some péople subservient and othexrs wildly
ambitious. "The mobs of thz civies add just so much to the
support of pure government, as sores do to the strength of

the human body," he concluded in his Notes on the State of

Viriginia.

The view of the city as crowded and corxrupt has a long
history in Western thought, and there is nothing
particularly distinctive about Jeffexson’s version of it.
What is significant is his realization that the conditions

which encouraged a competent and independent citizenry were,
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after all, impermanent, capable of being undone by social
changes no one could control. In an introduction to
Jefferson’s writings John Dewey amplified this point. The
American experiment with representative government benefited
from many fortunate accidents and acts of providence, Dewey
wrote. These included the wide ocean separating America
from Europe, the Anglo-Saxon tradition of liberties which
did not have to be discovered anew, the many competing
religions which prevented a single church from dominating,
the great stetches of land and rich resources which allowed
freedom of movement, the independent spirit developed on the
frontier, and so on. Jefferson understood these advantages,
Dewey observed, "Even so, he had fears foxr the future when
the country would be urbanized and industrialized, though
upon the whole, he says, he tended by temperament to take
counsel of his hopes rather than his fears" (Living Thoughts
of Thomas Jefferson 19-20).

As almost everyone knows, Jefferson’s native trust in
the people was also coupled with a desire to improve their
minds through education. In his Second Inaugural Address,
he told his audience to "bear in mind this sacred principle,
that though the will of the majority is in all cases to
prevail, that will, to be rightful, must be reasonable."5
0f course, it was not the burden of education to bring
reason to the masses but simply to bring it out, for
Jefferson was a child of the Enlightenment who believed that

6
reason was God’s design revealed in the nature of man.
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Though the good sense of the people would emexge in the long
run, he believed, there would always be errors and false
steps along the way. The way to prevent them from becoming
too serious was to give the people "full information of
their affairs through the channel of the public papers, and
to contrive that those papers should penetrate the whole
mass of the people."7 The press, then, was part of
Jefferson’s plan for improving the minds of the people, and
he stuck to this plan even though the newspapers of his day
pexformed scandalously, in his estimation.8

Jefferson’s reputation as an upholder of press freedom
and an advocate of popular education is certainly desexrved,
but its bulk tends to overshadow another appreoach he had to
improving the public mind. This was to limit the size of
the world which that mind had to judge. The way he proposed
to do this was to divide each state into small political
units resembling the New England parish. These would be so
limited in scope that every citizen would feel responsible
for their administration and would gain the experience of
self government in a practical way. The small units
Jefferson called wards:

Each ward would thus be a small republic within

itself, and every man in the State would thus become

an acting member of the common government,

transacting in person a great portion of its rights

and duties, subordinate indeed, yet important, and

entirely within his competence. The wit of man

cannot devise a more solid basis for a free, durable
and well—-administered republic. (qtd. in Dewey,

Living Thoughts 39)
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In Jefferson’s scheme the wards would be given as much
of the work of government as they could reasonably manage,
passing on whatever larger responsibilities remained to
higher political units such as the county, state and nation
(Adams xiii). Dewey notes that it was the extension of the
scale of government past the dimensions of local life that
Jefferson wanted to minimize at all costs—-- not "government"
(0or the Federal government) per se (2Z2), The danger was a
machinery that exceeded the grasp of the average man’s mind.
That mind could be taught to grasp more, but just as
impoxrtant was the need to keep the demands on it moaest.
This is an approach to "informing the public" which has had
very 1ittie force in American thought. The idea that
"keeping the public informed" means more than providing
information, that it could also mean limiting the range of
things the public has to be informed about, has rarely
occurred to anyone other than Jefferson, for whom these
things went hand in hand.9 Late in his life, Jefferson said
there were two subjects he would "claim a right to furthex"
for as long as he was alive: "the public education, and the
sub-division of the counties into wards. I considexr the
continuance of republican government as absolutely hanging
on these two hooks."lo

The reason for this long digression into Jefferson’s

thought can now be made clear. Jefferson believed that

"informing the public" would be a difficult task even for a
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scrupulous press free of government interference. The
difficulties concerned not only the performance of
newspapers-—which Jefferson found atrocious—--but also the
composition of the public and the dimensions of the world it
had to be informed about. His first and most famous
solution was to educate the people and to encourage a flow
of information to them through tvhe press. But his second
solution was more interesting: to somehow preserve a world
whose citizens were self informing. That is why he admired
the farmer’s world so much, and that of the New England
towns: they produced competent citizens by their very
nature. The farmer was the ideal of the independent
citizen, the New England parish that of the independent
community. What both were independent from wexe the
conditions which extend the scale of the community and make
it dependent on news. Both, in other words, were bulwarks
against the "awayness" of things.

In attempting to preserve these worlds Jefferson was in
effect reversing the logic of the republic whose future he
had so much in mind. For as his friend Madison recognized,
the very idea of a republic was that it extended the
"natural limit" of the self contained town. In a similayx
way, Jefferson appeared to be holding back history when he
suggested that America should remain a nation of farmers and
"keep our workmen in Euxope” by importinglﬁabher than

manufacturing whatever goods were needed. Trade and
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industry, the growth of cities and the reach of a national
government over the heads of citizens were all on the
horizon, and since he was not blind to these facts Jefferson
had a third solution to the problem of "informing the
public"-- faith. The people were to be educated, their
public duties limited in scope as long as possible, but in
the end they were simply to be trusted, for the only
alternative to trusting their good sense was force (Dewey,
Living Thoughts 18, Z4).

As a champion of the press Jefferson is an odd figure
indeed. For he sought to preserve a scale small enough to
regquire no press at all. He did so not because he

. distrusted the press (although he did), but rather because
he understood that if an "informed public" existed in his
day, it existed not as a result of a free press, but as a
social condition, a way of life made possible by certain
advantages Americans had enjoyed. As a social condition it
could pass from the stage of history; and it would pass, he
thought, if the open spaces filled up and the country became
urbanized, or if the scale of government outgrew the grasp

of the average man.

Communication as cause and cure
For the present study, the important points are two:
first, that all the possibilities Jefferson feared actually

came to pass in the second half of the nineteenth century;
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second, that their coming is what enabled the press to grow
into a powerful institution touching everyone’s life. The
mobs of the city may have thrxeatened the health of the
republic, but they were the ones who purchased newspapers
when the modern press began to emerge in the mid-nineteenth
century. Industrialization and urbanization may have done
away with the generally competent citizen and made for a
population of dependents, yet the same forces made mass
production of newspapers a possibility-— not only by
introducing the machinery necessary for large circulations,
but also by spurring the growth of the advertising which
financed the development of the modern newspapex.

Similarly, the gradual expansion of Federal responsibilities
undoubtedly made for a less informed public, in the sence
that the scale of the national government grew too large to
relate easily to daily life. VYet this same growth made the
press an indispensable part of national politics and gave
American journalists a permanent function in government
which the rest of the world still finds astonishing. As the
world of the small town and the indepedent farmer
disappeared from American life, so did the possibility of
assuming & naturally informed public composed of competent
citizens who could and did make the "ultimate decisions," as
Mott put it earliex in this chapter. If such a public ever
existed, it was not the one the press was to address when it

began to assume its modern shape in the 1830s.
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Like Jefferson, Tocqueville understood that the
conditions favoring the American experiment with democracy
were impermanent, and when they changed the character of
citizenship wonld change as well. He predicted the
difficulties Americans would have when their world outgrew
the secure environment of the small town:

The country then assumes a dim and dubious shape in
the eyes of the citizens; they no longer behold it in
the soil which they inhabit, for that soil is to them
an inanimate clod; nor in the usages of theix
forefathers, which they have learned to regard as a

: debasing yoke; nor in religion, for of that they
doubt; nox in the laws, which do not originate in
their own authority; nor in the legislator, whom they
fear and despise. The country is lost to their
senses; they can discover it neithexr under its own
nor under borrowed features, and they retire into a
narrow and unenlightened prejudice. (1: 242-3)

Tocqueville is simply saying that as the nation grows
bigger, it becomes "lost to the senses" and citizens begin
to understand it, not on its true scale, but according to
the limited horizon of their personal experience. We are
accustomed to thinking that the press can prevent this
retreat into ignorance and prejudice. After all, is this
not the function of the free flow of information, the reason
we give special protection to the carriers of news? Is it
not the purpose of a free press to breach the gap opened up
between the scale of the nation and the "self-informing”
village environment? What the present chapter has tried to

show is that the bridging of such a gap is not simply a

matter of providing enough information to keep people in
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touch with distant events. For the situation is more
complex than that. Prior to the precious functions of news
in a free society, news is function of othexr things,
especially the extension of the community’s affairs in
space. The doctrine of a free press would obviously insist
that, as the nation grows bigger and more complex, the
function of the press is to restore the shape of the country
in the eyes of its citizens, and to do so accurately and
fairly. But bthe press is also a function of the changes
which give the country a "dim and dubious" shape in the
first place. And so is communication in genexal.

Here we come upon an intriguing problem in press
history and communication theory. As communication media
are called on to inform the citizen of events he cannot
witness himself, they are simultaneously involved in
enlarging the world of unwitnessable events. We have
already seen how this worked during the Revolution. By
spreading word of rising sentiment against the mother
country, the press helped create a community whose interests
extended across the colonies and whose status could only be
told throug'h the news. News of the Revolution created a
revolution in the need for news. The same was true for
printed material in general; it enlarged the world of the
colonist and brought word of an enlarged woxld.
Tocqueville, for example, pointed out that while the press

helped to create a world of political equals, it also
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provided a voice to those lost in its midst. "“Equality sets
men apart and weakens bthem," he wrote, "but the press places
a8 powerful weapon within every man’‘s reach, which the
loneliest of them all may use....Printing has accelerated
the progress of eguality, and it is slso one of its best
correctives" (2: 324-259). In a similar way, it might be
said that communication enlarges the problem of an
uninformed public even as it appears to provide its
solution. Perhaps the clearest example of this dialectic at
work will be examined in future chapters: the growth of the
telegraph, which brought news of distant events while at the

same time making such distances a fact of life.

Summary

This chapter began by arguing that news is a function
of distance. A public which requires a press to "keep in
touch" therefore cannot be assumed to always exist.
Instead, it arises when the community’s affairs are extended
over a distance across which news must travel. In Amexrica
such a public was formally brought into existence by the
Constituticn, which gave every citizen political duties
extending far beyond the local community and its organic
methods for informing the citizen. Eighteenth century
America had good reason to believe that its citizens would
not be lost in the widexr environment of the republic, for

the way the country was settled had bred independence and
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competence into the character of the people—- or at least
the belief in these. Among the results was the notion that
every citizen was capable of governing not only himself, but
the community as well, since government was basically a
"homespun affair." This idea persisted despite the fact
that, unlike the Greeks, Americans have always had work to
do other than the work of citizenship.

But the conditions favorable to a competent citizenxy
were social conditions, which meant that they were subject
to change. Jefferson in particular had fears for the day
the country would become urbanized and industrialized, and
he tried to preserve a smaller scale by building into the
structure of government a limit on the demands of the
average man’s mind. His idea of the ward was an attempt to
imagine a political unit for which a press would not be
necessaxry, a community small enough to be self informing.
This was almost an order for history to stop, for Jefferson
could see that an urban, industrialized country and a iarge
and distant national government were all coming to pass.
The irony 1is that their coming is what enabled the press to
grow in size and prestige, which suggests the intriguing
possibility that the conditions undermining a naturally
competent public are also those making for a powerful press.

This more or less reverses the way we are taught to
think about press and public. We are taught to eguate a

stronger, larger and more widely available press with a more
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informed public, but it may be that the arrival of one
brings the decline of the other. A more developed press and
a less informed public may go hand in hand, not because this
new press prints lies or leaves out information--the
perennial concerns of press commentary-—but rather because
®informing the public" involves more than the facts
necessary to be informed. It involves the world one is to
be informed about and the scale of events in that world. 1In
the next chapter this line of thought meets the arrival of

the modern newspaper.
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CHAPTER 2

TWO VIEWS OF NEWS

History presents a most fortunate fact to the student
of American journalism: the sharp line separating the modexrn
newspaper from its predecessors. Neither the meaning nox
the cause of the revolution of the 1B30s is entirely clear,
but that it was a revolution is beyond dispute. Within a
few years the newspaper had transformed itself from a
special interest jourmnal serving a limited class of
merchants and public men to a mass medium capable of
reaching every citizen in the community. From a selling
system which priced a copy of the paper at six centvs
available only to yearly subscribers came a sbtreet sale
system which delivered the paper everywhere in the city for
the magic price of a penny. The staid business of stock
prices, ship schedules, speeches and official announcements
gave way to sensational accounts of murders and scandals,
outrageous invasions of private worlds, offbeat sketches of
everyday life and a general tone of wonder and amusement
that had been completely absent from the journalism of the

day.
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Incredible.as it seems, local news was almost unheard
of in the six cent journals; it took the penny papers of the
1830s to discover that people wanted to learn about events
in their own environment. Advertisemants in the commercial
press were long and dull and freguently went unchanged for
weeks at a time; it took the penny papers to declare that
ads were a form of news, and therefore had to vary each day
to be interesting. Reporting was virtually an unknown art;
the penny papers discovered that news had to be found by men
who knew where to look. Finally, the huge circulations of
the penny press provided the capital to finance astonishing

. feats of newsgathering that began to bring the ends of the
earth in contact with one another.

The changes begun by the penny papers marked out the
course American journalism was to follow into the twentieth
century: more and more enterprise in the gathering of
information, the development of 2 specialized reporting
profession, the gradual decline in the influence of the
editorial and a rise in the importance of news, the
increasing independence of the newspaper from politicians
and political parties, bigger and bigger circulations made
possible by new methods of mass appeal, and with those
circulations an increasingly rationalized advertising system
that became the finanical footing of the newspaper. As
Michael Schudson points out in Discovering the News:

There were rural papers, hundreds of them, but the

papers which set the standard for jourmalism then and
passed on their legacy to the present wexe urban.
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There were party papers, there were socialist papers
and labor papers, there were business papexrs, but,
again, the papers to which modern jourxnalism clearly
traces its roots were the middle-class penny papers.
(60)

Given the importance of the penny press, one might
expect to find a number of explanations competing among
historians for the right to rule textbooks and guide futurxe
inguiry. One m’.ght anticipate different schools of thought
on the guestion of why the cheap papers emerged when they
did, each leading to a different view of the modern
newspaper. By now there should perhaps be a revisionist
history of the penny papers, or several such histories. One
finds almost none of this. It is not that a single
explanation dominates the field, leaving students of the
press free to tackle other problems. What characterizes the
field is an aversion to large organizing concepts which
would connect the progress of news and newspapers to broadex
cultural patterns. Much of journalism history is simply a
chronicle, in which the major events seemingly cause
bhemselves.l

It is significant that Frank Luther Mott thought it
necessary %o say in the introduction to his standard history
of the press that "the orly safe generalization about
journalism is that no generalization about it is safe"
(American Journalism vii). The same might be said for any

area of social inquiry. One is always faced with too many

particulars, too much that can never be known and too much
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knowledge that can never be assimilated. To mention such a
commonplace is merely to restate the problem of the scholar
sitting down to write: no generalization is safe. So why
would a writer mention it, if not to announce an intention
to avoid the problem of generalizing? In coming across
Mott’s remark, Schudson was correct to point out that "no
generalization is safe, but we live by them and with them"
(Discovering the News 42Z2). Similarly, in an article
criticizing the timidity of press historians, Allan Nevins
observes that "the superabundance of jumbled, disparate and
mainly trivial details in the files places on the writer a
burden of assortment and synthesis under which most men
break down." But press history is so thoroughly connected
to the movement of larger social forces that one has no
choice, Nevins argues. If the student of journalism "does
not fix on the right principles of selection and synthesis
he might as well throw himself into a vat of printer’s ink"
(413).

But what are the right principles? According to James
Carey, the way to discover them and to cure the defects of
press history as a whole is to reconstrue the development of
the press as a chapter in a larger, only partially written
history of how people have made sense of their world. Imn an
essay on "The Problem of Journalism History" Carey writes:

Journalism is essentially a state of consciousness, a
way of apprehending, of experienceing the world. The
central idea in journalism history is the "idea of a

report" and the changing notions of what is taken %o
be an adegquate report of the world. Because we are a
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news saturated people it may seem strange to argue
that the desire to know, understand and experience
the world by getting news or reports about it is
really a rather strange appetite. (4)

Carey’s suggestion is to "de—naturalize" the demand for
news, Instead of seeing news as an obvious necessity,
something humans require each day as they require sleep or
food, we can ask how it is higstorically that most people
come to demand a daily newspapexr. Here the penny papers
occupy a critical place in press history, for they not only
popularized the press, putting a daily paper in the hands of
the common man for the first time; they also set in motion
the development of the modern newspaper, chiefly by
discovering the popular appeal of the human interest story.

In the first chapter, we concluded that news is a
function of distance; it arises as a social necessity when
the scale of events in a community is extended beyond the
reach of word of mouth. We then posed the following problem
for the relation between press and public: the extension in
scale which gives birth to news as a social artifact is also
the eclipse of cervain advantages American democracy enjoved
in its formative period-- in particular, the rooting of
politiecs in a loecal, mostly agrarian environment where every
citizen could grasp the meaning of political events and feel
like a particpant in them. In this chapter we delve furthex
into this contradiction by examining the rise of the penny
papers. Our goal will not be to simply describe changes in

the form of the newspaper but to connect these to changes in
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the scale of everyday life, especially to the rise of the
city, that environment whose character and size Jefferson
feared. If it is true that the rise of the press is also
the decline of a village environment and the political life
it allowed, then there should be a sense in which a bigger,
more powerful, more modexrn press means a less informed, less
active, less capable public-- not because the infoxrmation
carried by this new press is unreliable or incomplete
compared to its predecessor, but rather because the
conditions making for an informed, competent public are not
primarily characteristics of the press. They are social
conditions involving the "awayness" of things. What
relation did the penny papexs have to the "awayness of
things?" That is the question the present chapter
addresses. Here history does the student of the press
another good turn. The penny paperxs did not appear
everywhere at once but only in the largest cities, and first
in New York, the largest. The initial connections, then,
will have to be between the city as a human (and, in certain
important respects, inhuman) environment and the newspaper
as a report (and a part) of that environment. Let us see

where this approach takes us.
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The breaking apart of the common world
In 1784 William Bradfoxd, a Philadelphia printer and

the proprietor of the Merchants’ Coffee-House, announced

that his establishment would provide a new service.
To prevent the many disappointments that daily happen
to returned citizens, or others, enquiring for
friends, connections, or those that they may have
business with; the subscriber has opened a book, as A
City Register, alphabetically arranged, at the bar of
the Coffee-House, where any gentlemen now resident in
the City, either as a housekeeper or a lodgex, ox
those who may hereafter arrive may insert their names
and place of residence. (gqtd. in A.M. Lee 48)

What Bradford was offering was a form of news—— word of
who was in town and where they could be reached. While
central meeting places like inns and taverns had always
provided such information, they had done it through word of
mouth. New in town, a stranger would wander in and inquire
after his connection. The need for a written register
arises when there are too many connections, too many
strangers, too many arxivals and departures for the
community to maintain through speech and memory a record of
its inhabitants. Here is a fundamental condition of city
living: no one knows who the inhabitants are, or, at any
given time, where they can be found. What held foxr people
also held for ships. For years Bradford had kept a log in
which captains could enter their names, the names of their
vessels, the port from which they sailed and any other

information which might interest mexchants (A.M. Lee 46).

Such a log becomes necessary when a port grows to a certain
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size and its traffic becomes too heavy, its day too busy for
each ship to be sighted or for news of its arrival to spread
through woxd of mouth. The need for news in these examples
arises from conditions of ignorance (or, as Bradford put it,
from "the many disappointments which daily happen to
rebturned citizens") created by the scale of the city as a
human environment.

Urbanization represents a kind of breaking apart of the
common space in which people once dwelled, a division of the
community into many separate worlds which the city dweller
may or may not inhabit at different times throughout the
day. Thus, where people once worked and lived within
sighting (or shouting) distance of any arriving ship, in the
city they begin to lose this totality of vision; a public
event is no longer public in the same way for all. That the
space of the common world has been split apart is obvious to
us when we look out over the city from a tower oxr
skyscraper. The thrill of the panorama is the restoration
of a tobval view; the city is suddenly intelligible again,
and we can connect the parts to make a whole.2 But to get
such a view we must abandon the streets for the tower: back
on the ground the panorama dissolves, the common world
breaks apart into the private space of each inhabitant.

What happens to space happens to the social group as well.
It can no longer keep track of all the inhabitants and pass

judgment on their actions, a fact which has always made the
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city a refuge for the artist and the deviant. In the city
the special status of tvhe stranger becomes generalized. He
is no longer a visitor but a member, his presence is not an
event but a condition of urban life. In Richard Sennett’s
clever phrasing, the city is a place "where strangers are
likely to meet" (39).

With these conditions a new sort of "awayness" enters
the character of daily life. People are now separated from
one another not by physical space--they are more compressed
than ever--but by a psycho-social distance that turns
cohabitants into strangers. Events unfold at a distance
that is not primarily spatial but mental: one is near to,
but not aware of, all sorts of occurences. Here, then, is
an important paradox of city life: people and events are
both distant and near. As Louis Wirth put it in a famous

essay on urban living, "The contacts of the city may indeed

be face to face, but they are nevertheless impersonal,
superficial, transitory and segmental" (12). Thus the
familiar modern lament: “a2lone in the crowd."

If personal isolation and physical closeness are
ingredients for the urban angst, they are also the formula
for a city newspapexr. The complexity, fragmentation and
incoherence of urban life create the need for news, while
the nearness of the inhabibtants to each other makes possible
a centfal newsgathering operation and a2 distribution system

that does not have to range too far to cover its territorxy.
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Today, the unraveling of the central city into far—-flung
suburbs is undoing the logic of the city newspaper. Papers
based in large cities are losing circulation to the suburban
dailies, which are based closer to where people live. This
shift has already spelled the death of the afternoon
newspaper in most major cities (Smith, Goodbye Gutenberg

30-31, 69-71).

Separating the news from the newspapex

What William Bradford discovered was that the scale of
commerce in Philadelphia had created the need for new forms
of news. Because of the new distances govermning daily life
connections had been broken, meetings missed; merchants were
operating without the knowledge they needed. Bradford also
understood that Philadelphians in need of this news were
near enough to each other to meet at a central place—-- the
Merchants’ Coffee-house. Nearness to, ignorance of: these
are the conditions of city life that make possible new forms
of journalism.

The historical significance of the coffee-house is that
it offered a variety of daily journalism before the
appearence of the daily newspaper. Bradford himself was a
printer and the publisher of a weekly, the Pennsylvania
Journal. One suspects he would have gone to a daily if he
thought the city could support such an enterprise. While

his coffee—-house began its news service to mexchants in
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1754, the first dailies did not appear until 1785, after
which they gradually took over the journalistic functions of
the coffee house (A.M. Lee 45). The interval of thirbty
years suggests one point where the history of the news
departs from the history of the newspaper.

Let us be certain the distinction is clear. News is a
social artifact. Wherever there are distances of a certain
type governing everyday life, a need for news is created.
The German economist Karl Knies noted that emmigration
always steps up the flow of written communication because it
extends the family unit in space and creates a new demand to
"stay in touch" (gtd. in Hardt 84). This is an example of
the social conditions to which news is a response. The
letters which pour across the seas in time of war are also a
rudimentary form of news, created by the same conditions
which require businessmen to learn of distant events which
may affect their interests. The problem news solves is
therefore a social problem, having to do with the contact
human beings must maintain with an environment extended in
space. Newspapers, on the other hand, are an outgrowth of
the printing press. The first problem they must solve is an
economic one: how to produce a product whose sale will at
least offset the cost of printing the paper (Hardt 104).
Different solutions to this problem have given us different
forms for the newspaper: the party press is one solution,

the commercial journals for the merchant class another, the
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mass circulation newspaper another, and so on. To simply
furnish the news has never solved the economic problem of
the newspaper. There has always had to be something else—-
government printing contracts, political party subsidies,
advertising revenues, all of which have helped to support
the basically unprofitable business of gathering and
distributing news. In this sense there has never been an
independent press. Ta find exceptions to this xule one
must reduce the newspaper, which circulates generally, to
the news-letter, which circulates privately. Since the
seventeenth century there have been wealthy patrons willing
to pay enough for news to offset the costs of its collection
and transmission, but part of what they are paying for is
exclusivity—— the fact that the news is not published.

Once the social problem of news has been separated
logically from the economic problem of publishing a
newspaper, a new way of interpreting the significance of the
penny papers becomes possible. For the penny press was a
revolution in both news and newspapering. New forms of news
were introduced and a new form for the newspaper was
invented. The social problem invelving contact with an
extended environment was solved in a new way, while the
economic problem of supporting the capital costs of the
printing press also gained a new solution. The factor
essential to both revolutions was the density and scale of

the city.
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The logic of local news
With the rise of the city a new fact entered daily life

and revolutionized journalism: the immediate environmeut
became unfamiliarx. This is what the six-cent journals had
not fully understood. They served a class of readers,
mostly political men and merchants, whose affairs were
extended in space in the traditional sense. The political
man, for example, naturally looked to the capital for the
latest news. Historian James Melvin Lee notes that among
political newspapers the "most important piece of news was
always a report of the official proceedings of Washington."”
Ignoring events in the local community, the editors of
political papers would publish the routine details of
Congressional debates, often printing long-winded speeches
verbatim. They "evidently thought that which came from
Washington had additional news value because of its souxrce,"
Lee observes (145). The businessmen was similarly
interested in news from afar; his investments were bound to
be affected by events he was not able to witness or hear
about in time. It was simply in the nature of commerce to
produce this sort of need for news, for as Marshall McLuhan
once observed, "Money is action at a distance, both in space
and in time" (Understanding Media 136).

An early hint that the immediate enviromment had become

unfamiliar came with the coffee house, whose log recorded

nearby events that had escaped the notice of the merchant.
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This was the beginning of local news, which before had been
a8 contradiction in terms. The logic of local news
originates in the urban paradox: the fact that the city’s
inhabitants are near to but yet distant from events
unfolding around them. The daily newspaper began when it
became economically feasible to publish the local news
previously available at the coffee house. Its first
function was to provide merchants with up-to—-date shipping
news and prices current, information which came from the
very streets on which the merchants walked (Mott, American
Journalism 118). The first dailies thus took advantage of
those special conditions the urban audience shares:
proximity to, ignorance of, each other. But as we have said
several times, these papers were limited to a certain class
of readers. What the success of the penny papers eventually
demonstrated was that merxchants were not the only city
dwellers isolated from events unfolding in their immediate
environment. This had become a general condition of urban
life, and it could therefore provide the logic for new forms
of news and--because the new audience was so large-—a new
solution to the economic problem of the newspaper. Let us
examine the revolution in news first.

What was so different about the kind of news the peany
papers presented? To begin with, it was aimed at a
different sort of reader: the mechanics, artisans and

shopkeepers, members of what Schudson calls "a rising middle
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class," who found little to interest them in the commercial

and political journals (Discovering the News 56). These

readers had been excluded from the established press not
only by subject matter but also by price. As Issac Pray
noted, "Even slandex Qas slow in sale at sixpence"” (184).
Part of the formulé for the penny papers was borrowed from
the London Moxning Herald, which had built a huge
circulation in the 18Z0s by featuring humorous cketches of
police courts and sensational accounts of criminal btrials
(Mott, American Journalism 22; Bleyer 156). The New York
Sun, the first successful penny papey, combined these
borrowed features with short, sprightly items of local
interest, often with a moral lesson stated or implied,
together with shocking accounts of prodigies and
monstrosities. Editorially, the Sun delivered its opinion
on such topics as public drunkenness, dueling and gambling,
the sort of "issues" that were likely to interest its
readership (Bleyer 164). The contrast with the sixpenny
papers was dramatic; they had been dominated by shipping
news, stock prices, reprints of speeches and elaborately
argued editorials called "leaders,"” part of the in-fighting
typical of party politics at the time.

The penny papers were an immediate hit. The Sun
appeared on September 3, 1833, and within four months had a
circulation of 5,000, more than any other paper in New Yoxk.

From this point on the cheap press would far outdistance its
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rival in cirxculation, achieving levels undreamed of by the
six cent journals: over 20,000 in 1836, 30,000 in the 18350s
and 60,000 in the 1860s (Mott, American Journalism 222, 234,

237).

Human interest: a childish desire?

How to account for the miracle of the penny press?
Edward P. Mitchell, the Sun’s editor-in-chief, attributed
the paper’s success to "the abolishment of the conventional
measures of news importance” and "the substitution of the
absolute standard of real interest to human beings" (gtd. in
Bleyexr 303). Let us examine what this means. In practice
there is no doubt aboubt what it meant: a deliberate shifb
away from politics and public affairs, which, of course, had
been one of the mainstays of the sixpenny jourxnals. It has
frequently been observed that the penny papers declared
themselves independent from political parties, and almost
every opening prospectus for a cheap paper goes out of its
way to make that point; but this generalization, while true,
understates the case considerably. In word and deed the
penny papers declared themselves independent not only from
politiecal parties but from politics itself, from the
assumption that political affairs had an automatic claim on
people’s attention. As Bleyexr observes:

Day dismissed briefly, or entirely excluded,
political news, the doings of Congress and of the

state legislature, the political speeches, as well as
editorials on political and economic questions, to
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all of which the sixpenny papers devoted most of
their space. In the matter of politics, the Sun,
like most of the penny papers that followed it, was
not only neutral but guite unconcerned. (160)

In the first chapter we heard Jefferson argue, in one
of his most famous statements on the press, that "the people
are the only censors of their governors." They may err,
Jefferson wrote, but the only way to prevent their erxors
from becoming too serious was to "give them full information
of their affairs through the channel of the public papers,
and to contrive that those papers should pentrate the whole
mass of the people.” To xeach the point where it d4id, in
fact, "penetrate the whole mass of the people," the
newspaper of the nineteenth century had to reject politics
and public affairs. It became the popular medium Jefferson
envisioned only by abandoning the functions he had envisoned
for it. (And it could take this step only because of the
seale and character of the city, the environment Jefferson
thought would be the ruin of the republic.) Thus, the image
of a public informed bthrough newspapers, so vivid to
democrats then and now, is something of a mirage in press
history. It is difficult to square with the means by which
the press actually began to reach a general audience. As
Bleyer observed, the secret of the Sun and its imitators was
in "appealing to the emotions of the masses, rather than to
their intellects..." (164}. This was surely not what

Jefferson had in mindg.
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Yet as soon as we have said this a problem presents
itself. The simple opposition between the emotions and the
intellect, the instincts and the intelligence, the
irrational and rational sides of man—-—a theme found
throughout press history and, indeed, through much of
Western thought—-—threatens to prevent any understanding of
how the methods of mass apppeal actually function, and how
they differ, as communication, from the sort of news that is
said to "inform" people. A cloud of pejoratives hangs overxr
the forms of news popularized by the penny papers, indeed,
over those items in the press of any period that are merely
"interesting" rather than "important." 1In her study of the
human interest element in journalism, Hughes writes, "Human
interest is the interest of the laymen. It is, moreover,
the interest of the unsophisticated, the young and the
childish" (219).

Using these terms, it is easy to explain the success of
the penny papers in the 1830s, or the "Yellow Journalism" of
the 1890s, or something like People magazine today: most
people are not mature enough to demand the higher forms of
journalism. They require the immediate and therxefore
childish satisfactions of human interest stories, refusing,
because of temperament, upbringing, or sheer lack of
self-contxol, to develop adult habits of reading and
thinking. They would rather "let themselves go," as

Schudson has phrased this opposition, rather than "control
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6
themselves" by reading of politics and public affairs. As
an 1896 editorial in the Nation put it:

The note of the press today which most needs changing
is childishness. Even if the papers are clean and
decent, they are fit only for the nursery. The
pictures are childish; the intelligence is mainly for
boys and girls. The "good stories" are trivial, and
are intended chiefly for junior clerks and laborers.
The observations on public as distinguished from
party affairs, are quite juvenile. The abuse is
mostly boyish or street abuse, with neither rhyme nor
reason to it. What is wanted in the way of reform is
mainly maturity, the preparation of the paper forx
grown people engaged in serious occupations. Gravity
either in discussing or in managing our affairs is
fast vanishing under the journalistic influence. We
laugh over everything; make fun of everybody, and
think it will "all come out right in the end,” just
like ill~bred children who hate to have their games
interrupted. (356)

Undexr this sort of reasoning, the press would improve
if journalists and readers would begin acting like
grown—ups. The weaknesses of mass journalism axe moral
weaknesses, a giving in to temptation or a refusal to face
up to adult responsibilities. As a sociological
understanding of the methods of mass appeal, this view
obviously has severe limitations. In the end it is not all
that different from "explaining"” structural unemployment by
referring to the laziness of the unemployed,

Just as the information the press provides (oxr fails to
provide) is not the determining factor in whether the public
is informed, neither is the wmaturity or temperament of the
citizen a sufficient explanaticn for how well the press

informs the public. In both cases, what needs to be
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understood are the social conditions which give rise to
different forms of news and govern their uses. In the case
of the penny papers and the human interest story, we need to
ask what the communication functions of the human interest
item are in a2 city environment: what do these stories do for
people? And we need to ask how the social utility of the

merely "interesting" differs from that of information.

The Jjournalist as dramatist

What exactly is a human interest story? Let us take a
typical item from the Sun’s popular police court sketches
and see how it works.

Catharine McBride wae brought in for stealing a
frock. Catharine said she had Jjust serxrved out 6
months on Blackwell’s Island, and she wouldn’t be
sent back again for the best glass of punch that ever
was made. Hexr husband, when she last left the
penitentiarxy, btook her to a boarding house in Essex
St., but the rascal got made at hexr, pulled hex hair,
pinched her arm, and kicked her out of bed. She was
determined not to bear such treatment as this, and so
got drunk and stole the frock out of pure spite.
Committed. (gtd. in Mott, American Journalism ZZ3)

What is of interest here? What makes this a reportable
item? The typical Sun reader would not know Mrs. McBride,
nor really care about what happens to her., 8he is not a
member of a community small enough to have an interest in
the conduct of each of its membexrs. Although the item
sounds like gossip, its functions are very different.

Gossip communicates what is known but cannot be told about

the members of a community. It is a kind of adjustment
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mechanism which releases the pressure on public appearences
by providing a common but more or less secrebt means of
distributing knowledge incompatible with the "front" people
maintain for friends and neighbors. In Erving Goffman’s
terms, gossip is "backstage" talk which has the function of
keeping "front-stage" performances apparently free from
scandal (106-140). In a village environment, the "keeping
up" or maintenance of appearences is a function the entire
community performs in order to stay together as a community.
For when a life is damaged by publicity, many other lives
are affected: a family history is at stake, and that
family ‘s history is connected to everyones else’s, all of
them reflecting, for good or ill, on the reputation of the
town and thus on the self-image of each of its membexrs. In
this sense every town is "our town,” a place wherxre
everyone’s business is "our business." Because gossip
threatens so deeply the health and history of the community
its characteristic expression is a whisper. What is a
whispex? Speech without voice, content from which the
disbtributing power of a medium has been withdrawn. Gossip,
then, can nevexr be published: that is what makes it gossip.
But in the city the terrible power of gossip
dissipates. BStrangers do not hold over one another the
community’s power to judge. Lives are not intertwined in
precious histories to whiech every family has contributed. A

domestic tragedy is not a tragedy for everyone but only for
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those directly involved, and these poor souls form a tiny
minority. “Detachment is therefore achieved in the city,"
Hughes remarks, "where even the deepest tragedies are events
in the lives of persons unseen and quite unknown to the
majority of readexrs" (150). (Thus, the penny papers were
the first to publish the names of bankrupt persons, an
unthinkable act in a village environment.) In a small town
newspaper, Hughes notes, the "human" behavior of animals is
often the subject of human interest stories, for animals
"have no interests and no reputations" to protect (152). In
the city, where the people inveolved are not known to each
other, the item of gossip can safely be published. But its
social functions then change. Where it once sexrved to
maintain social order by releasing pressure on appearences,
it now dramatizes the social order by presenting symbolic
instances of its collapse and restoration. As Robert Park
puts it, the incident "ceases to be a record of the doings
of individual men and women and becomes an impersonal
account of manners and life" (Society 93). Here
“impersonal” means "symbolic." The information is no longer
important as information; it does not tell people about
events in particular lives. Instead, it becomes material
for a little domestic tragedy. The wife becomes all wives,
the drunk all drunks: the particular begins to signify the
typical. As the information in gossip changes functions and

becomes the material of art, what had been a community of
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participants with an interest in the outcome of events is
also transformed. The community of actors becomes an
audience whose interest is that of a spectator at 2 play,
waiting to see what will happen on stage.

The archtypal human interest story is a crime, notb
because a fascination with crime and criminals is
"fundamental in human nature," as Mott would put it, but
because the nature of drama is that it requires an incident,
a disturbance, a conflict, some departure from the
procession of ordinary events whose outcome will provide the
occasion for telling a story. Even if the night is
relatively peaceful the journalist as dramatist will hunt
down some odd incident or disturbance. For one cannot
dramatize the peace without first having it broken in some

way. As a writer for the North American Review noted in

1885:
A million people behave themselves, but that is no
news. Nobody thinks of reporting that, of saying
anything about it. But if one contemptible man, any
miserable tramp, anywhere in America, commits a
meanness, they not only note the fact, but tell us
all about it. (Savage 152)

The complaint here is an interesting one: a million
instances of law-abiding behavior go unnoticed, while one
crime gets all the attention. When the function of news is
to inform people about actual conditions "oub there" in the

world of events, the million-to-one ratio is a measure of

inaccuracy. The news has failed to bring an empirical truth
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to light—— the fact that most people behave themselves. But
when the funection of news is essentially dramatic, the same
ratio becomes the very logic of the form: it is exactly the
million-to—-one relationship which makes the crime of
interest. And it is interesting not as = description of
social reality but as a dramatization of it. Thus, the
press, as the Review notes, must "tell us 211 about it."
Indeed, the telling is the point of the exercise. For only
as the tale is told do we learmn that Catharine McBride got
drunk and stole the frock "out of pure spite." Only then is
our dramatic interest satisified. (The deferra; of this
satisfaction, the elimination of the event as the starting
point for drama and its resolution as the end, is what made
Beckett’s Waiting for Godot such a radical idea for a play.
By staging a drama in which "nothing happens" Beckett
upended the logic of the theatre, thereby revealing its
apparently natural forms as historical conventions whose
time, he thought, had come. At an earlier stage of press
history waiting for events to occur was a common experience,
not one a dramatist had to provide. Publick Occurrences,
the first newspaper published in America, announced on
September 25, 1690 that it would appear monthly, "ox, if any
Glut of Occurrences happen, oftener" (gtd. in Mott, American

Journalism 9). Whether something would happen was still a

question in 1690-- chances were it would not. The daily

newspaper could not appear until the city offered an
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environment in which something was always happening, with
the police court as the one place where "a glut of
occurrences" was sure to collect. That something has
happened, that the pattern of stillness has been disturbed
and action taken in the world, that each day, each hour,

will inevitably bxing its news—— this is the deepest and

most basic assumption in modern journalism, amounting almost

to a form of faith. The teletype machines eclattering away
in the newsroom reaffirm this faith, telling anyone who
happens to be around that events are constantly unfolding.
Were the machines to grow silent the only possible
explanation would be a mechanical failure: that the world
might stop producing events is unthinkable. Even more than
theatre, the conventions of journalism depend on the
inevitability of something happening, of the surface being
distuxrbed. Thus, the news is to said to “"break." That it
will break is the premise on which a modern press is built.)
The old newsroom formula, "when dog bites man, that’s
not news; when man bites dog, that’s news" illustrates the
dependence of the news on the variation from routine. Man

biting dog provides the occasion for dramatizing the fact

that ordinarily it is dogs that go around biting men. Other

news items published in the Sun exhibit the same logic.
Reports on a child prodigy or a man with seven toes are
extremely direct ways of dramabtizing the ordinary limits of

human abilibty or, in an even more basic fashion, the normal
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design of the human body. Again, the appetite for these
tales is not fundamental in human nature like the sex drive
or the hunger for food. It develops historically, and until
we have a social hisbtory of human amusements we will not
understand fully why it developed when it did. Yet if there
is something fundamentally human about these items, it is
the way they allow meaning to be made. Here we can simply
mention the structuralist insight that meaning, in language
and in everything else, is constructed by the play of

7
differences.

Information and the need to act

What have we said so far? That human interest items
may superficially resemble an item of gossip in a small town
but in fact have a very different function in a city. That
function is to dramatize the social order by telling a story
about its disturbance. The information in the story is not
important because it refers to actual people and their
movements in the world of events, but rather because it
provides the material for the art of the human interest
item. It literally "makes a good story." A good story will
always involve some disturbance or break in the pattexn of
orxdinary events not because journalists (or their audiences)
are perverse, but because journalists are acting as
dramatists and the nature of drama is to begin with some

such break. Thus one writer’s formula for news: "News is
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any event which varies from the reader’s picture of the
normal and accustomed world" (Irwin, Propaganda and the News
47). It can be argued that meaning in general requires a
conflict, an opposition, something to create the play of
differences. A crime is the typical human interest story
since it represents a kind of generic instance of the
surface being broken: a "disturbance of the peace" in its
most basic form. The crime story does not empirically
describe social reality but furnishes the material for
enacting a drama about it. H.D. Duncan calls this type of
ritual a "sociodrama," which, for modern man, is typically
mounted through the mass media. In the sociodrama mounted
by crime, the values of the community are given life, made
meaningful to people, through the symbolic threat posed to
them by the criminal. For Duncan, the sociodrama
demonstrates that "people do not want information about, but
identification with, community life. In drama they
particpate" (34).

Information about, identification with-—- two types of
news, two uses for information, two different roles for the
journalist, two attitudes toward the world on the part of
the audience, two kinds of communication. These are the
distinctions we need vo make in understanding the
significance of human interest news and the revolution of

the 1830s, not the simple opposition between a child’s
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desires and an adult’s. Let us explore these distinctions
further.

We have already observed a number of times that the
need for news arises when events unfold at a distance.
Implicit in this understanding of news has been the
connection between information and action. Word of events
unfolding at a distance is necessary in order to adjust
action to the current state of affairs. Thus, the wealthy
merchant and the stabtesman are the first to require news
because they must control action across the space of their
empires. But the human interest item makes this connection
between information and action problematic. As Park
observes in the inbtroduction to Hughes’s book,

Items like these are interesting not because there is
anything to be done about them, not anything that is
urgent enough at any rate to require a revision of
one‘s attitudes. On the contrary they are merely
suggestive and seem to project us out of the world of
temporal and local affairs into the timeless world of
ideas and fancies. (x)

The reason the human interest item seems to exist in =2
timeless realm 1is that its meaning resides not in a series
of events unfolding "out there" in the world, but in the
relationships among the participants and events internal to
the story. Roland Barthes makes this point in an essay on
what is called in French a fait-divexs, which for us is a

filler itvem. Barthes asks us to consider two murders, one a

political assasination, the other an ordinary street crime.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



59

In the first, (the assasination), the event (the
murder) necessarily refers to an extensive situation
outside itself, previous to and around it:
"politics"; such news cannot be understood
immediately, it can be defined only in relation to a
knowledge external to the event, which is political
knowledge, howevexr confused; in short, a murder
escapes the fait—-divers whenever it is exogenuous,
proceeding from an already known world... Thus an
assasination is always by definition partial
information; the fait-divexs, on the contrary, is
botal news, or more precisely, immanent; it contains
all its knowledge in itself; no need to know anything
about the world in order to consume a fait-divers; it
refers formally to nothing but itself... ("Structure
of the Fait-Divexrs" 186)

Barthes goes on to show how this internal
meaning-making (oxr "immanence") operates in a8 typical fillexr
item. The item announces that the Palace of Justice has
just been cleaned ("That is insignificant," he notes, not
even worth an inch of space) for the first time in moxe than
a century. "That becomes a failt—-divexs," he concludes.

Why? Because the two facts, the cleaning of the Palace on
the one hand, its infrequency on the other, work together to
make for a little story; they create an intelligible
meaning, (the way figure and ground make each other
intelligible) which can then be elaborated upon. It 1s this
simple structure which identifies the logic of the filler
item, not any reference to a larger world of events. "What
matters," Barthes says, "is not the terms themselves, the
contigent way in which they are saturated (by a muxdex, a

fire, a theft, etec.), but the relation which unites them."

Since it is the odd or irregular relation between two facts
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which brings the filler item into existence, there can be no
simple fait-divers, constituted by the peristence of a
regular, expected fact. Some break or eruption is required.
"The simple is not notable," Barthes concludes (187). Thus,
the prodigy and the crime, two basic forms of variation from
the expected or persistent pattern, are in Barthes’s scheme
the typical filler items (189).

Of course, the "important" news of the world, the news
we think of as serious and informative, also requires an
event to be told. In this sense it is no less dependent
than the filler item on some variation from routine. But
here the event obtains its meaning in a different way. It
is interpreted in light of its relationship %o an ongoing
situation. Hughes observes that this sort of news "is a
phase of action" defined by what comes before and after.

"It enters at a crucial moment when something is in process,
still unfinished and to be acted upon in the immediate
present by a revision of actions or attitudes®" (58). Bubt in
order for news to function as a "phase of action," (whethexr
this action is material or mental) more than the item of
news is required. This is what Barthes meant in saying that
political news is always “"partial information." An
understanding of the events that are "in process" is
required for the item to become a piece of information. To
be informed by a piece of news one must already be informed

enough to know why a piece of news is news: the item itself
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is not enough. Hughes notes that followers of a sport or

experts on the stock market share this status.
The news is meaningful to the fan and the expert as
symptoms are to a physician; he takes account of it
by revising his attitudes or by planning practical
measures to meet it almost as soon as he has heard
it. But when the readexr does not know how to act,
the news is sensational. (62)

Symptoms are meaningful to a physician because he has a
structural understanding of the human body which allows him
to give "events" like a hacking cough or a chest pain some
place in an overall picture of a person’s health. Symptoms
become symptoms of something only in light of this oxdered
knowledge which predates the event. For the baseball fan
the ordered knowledge consists of the rules of the sport,
which make the reports of games played the previous day
meaningful. In a similar way, the follower of the stock
market knows how the market works: particular events like
the day’s prices can therefore have a meaning. In addition
to bthis structural understanding-—-the means to know—--the
fan, the expert and the physician have a need to know. They
feel themselves participants in an ongoing situation: the
pennant race, the investment business, the health of a
patient. To participate they must act and revise their
actions in light of new information. {That is how one
"follows" a pennant race, for example.) These actions may
be symbolic; they may involve 2 change of mind or a revision

of attitudes. The essential characteristic is not their

materiality ox concreteness but their contingent quality,
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the need to continually revise, refigure, reimagine the
status of things in light of the latest information about

them.

Rethinking the idea of information

This is a mode of being in the woxld which is anything
but natural. People have not always felt a sense of urgency
about events, for they have not always understood their
world as continually in need of revision. Nor do they
necessarily feel this way Jjust because they are presented
with the information necessary to act on the feeling. The
first people to experience the world in this way were the
statesmen and merchants who controlled empires extended in
space. The need to control action at a distance is the
first and surest demand for news as information. That is
why commerce and war have been the spur to most of the
advances in newsgathering. And that is why governments and
corporations today spend large amounts of money to gather
news that would not interest a mass audience. A history of
the demand for news would have to include a history of this
feeling of controlling action at a distance through a steady
supply of fresh data, and the still incomplete spread of
that feeling from emperors to oxdinary citizens. To trace
the development of such an attitude would help begin the

project James Carey spoke about: the reconstruction of press
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history as a study of how “the idea of a report” came to
establish itself in modern consciousness.

In the seventeenth, eighteenth and into the nineteenth
centuries, news was commonly referred to as "intelligence,"
which, as Anthony Smith notes, was information

passed on from one person in the know to another, a
term that contained overtones of diplomatic knowledge
garnered in high places and sent along reliable

routes to the offices of the editorx. "Intelligence"
was passed from the well-informed to the well

informed. (Goodbye Gutenberg 163)

To equate news with information is so common and
natural that it is easy to overlook how much information is
required for news to function as information. Strictly
speaking, no one has ever understood anything about the
woxrld by reading newspapers. Rather, one reads
newspapexrs——if one reads for information--because one
already understands the world and wants to update that
understanding by adding fresh data. For the news to perform
a function anybthing like "informing the public," the public
must share at least three things. One, a structural
understanding, an ordered knowledge which enables individual
events to be placed in some sort of meaningful relation to
an ongoing reality; two, in addition to the means to make
meaning, the need to do so, some feeling of participation in
ox control over events that would require a continually
updated awareness of the world; three, the element of
contigency, a situation in which outcomes are not wholly

predictable, where the event, when it occurs, signifies the
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separation of the actual from the merely potential. Thus
Park notes that typical news items like births, deaths and
weddings always make news, since they "are the expected
things," but "at the same time the unpredictable things"
(Society 82). Structure, action, contigency-- these are the
three conditions necessary for news to function as
information. The more people who particpate in these
conditions the bigger the item of news becomes. In an
interesting aside, Hughes remarks that, theoretically, the
biggest piece ©of news imaginable is the end of the world
(61). Here is an "event" which impinges on everyone’s
ordered undexstanding of the world, which affects everyone’s
actions and which is totally unpredictable. Thus the recent
parody of the New York Post which featured the end of the
world as the lead story. The headline: "Kaboom."

A more common example is provided by the weather.
Everyone understands enough about it to interpret a weathexr
prediction and everyone feels involved enough with the
weather to have at least a vague interest in its outcome.
That is why the weathexr is the ultimate conversation maker:
if two people do not have that in common they are literally
living in different worlds. Membership in the community of
weather-watchers and competence in that community is
virtually automatic. Also, the weather retains an element
of unpredictablity about it: each day the actual must be

distinguished from the merely potential. Thus, the weather
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is the only story that appears on the front page all the
time and a weather disaster is always uxrgent news for the
community involved. But notice what happens when one of oux
three conditions is absent. News of a weather disaster in a
far away place removes the element of particpation: it is no
longer "the weather" above our heads but someone else’s
weather, and it no longexr requires a revision of plans the
way the local weather might. And yet it may be still be
interesting. A new way of parxticipating in the news thus
presents itself. The questions are no longer "how will I
get to work?" or "how should I dress today?" but "where will
the people go now that their homes are destroyed?" and "how
will daily life be restored?" in short, "how will the story
come out in the end?"

This sort of interest in events has undoubtedly been
encouraged by improved communication technologies, which
bring news from far away places without bringing the
conditions necessary for news to function as information.

In fact, they may undermine those conditions, by, for
example, heightening the feeling of powerlessness over
distant events. Any history of the press which focuses on
the expansion of the information—gathering network is
therefore incomplete unless it also examines changes in the
ability of the audience to receive information as
information. What is really needed is a revamped

undexrstanding of what information is, or rather, where it
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can be located. We are accustomed to thinking of
information as something that is "in" the news, as long as
the news is relatively complete and accurate. But it is
perhaps wiser to think of information as being "in" any
social context which gives to updated reports the gqualitvy of
making a difference for future action. Again, war is an
archtypal case. War creates a context in which any piece of
data can be information, because so much is riding on everxry
change in the status of events. The prevalence of rumors
during wartime testifies to the strength of war as an
information—creating context; rumors turn everything into

information, even data that is unreliable or made up.

Drama vs. struchture

Whexre news retains the connection to action, relatively
minor events make a difference and are still of interest.
Locally, the arrival of a rainstorm is news, since it is
somewhat unpredictable and may affect the daily lives of the
inhabitants. But when news loses the connection to action
and people participate merely as spectators the minor event
is no longexr interesting. It is only the spectacular
weather disaster which warrants the designation of news for
people outside the locality: a rainstorm in Louisiana has no
news value anywhere else. The more distant the connection
to decisions made in daily life, the bigger and morxe

dramatic the event must be to hold any interest. This is
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the root of sensationalism: not a perverse appetite for the
crude and spectacular, bubt the increasing difficulby of
interesting a population which deoes not act on its world in
a way which reguires a constant supply of fresh information.
In sensationalism, one of the three conditions necessary forx
news to inform people predominates—— contigency. The odd,
the unexpected, the spectacular are news simply because they
depart from the norm. So while it is true that all forms of
news depend on the event, some formz are more dependent than
others. Where there is no need to act on the basis of fresh
information the event carries the whole burden of
newsworthiness, and must therefore inflate itself to absurd
proportions. At the opposite extreme is the equally absurd
world of the paranoid, who believes that everything that
happens affects his fate and, in his delusions of grandeur,
sees his own actions as monumentally decisive. Insanely
connected to a contigent world, the paranoid interprets
every event, no matter how trifling, as news: everything
makes a difference. Just the opposite condition gives rise
to sensationalism: the difficulty of making a difference.8
To take an interest in the dramatic and the spectacular
is one form of contact with the world, one way of learning
about what is happening "out there." One assumes the role
of the spectator at a play or a passing parade, (a form of
interaction for which television later becomes the ideal

medium.) The film critic Stanley Cavell, in disecussing
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television’s weakness for the spectacular, observed that the
bias of the medium alone does not explain this tendency.
More than television’s preference for pictures and action is
involved.
For what would have to be explained... is exactly our
continued attraction by events, our will to
understand our lives, or to take interest in them,
from theilr dramas rather than from their stabilities,
from the incident and the accident rather than from
the resident, from their themes rather than from
their structures-- to theatricalize ourselves. But
this is something that Thoreau, for one, held against
the interest in reading newspapers a century and a
half ago, an interest he described as amounting
virtually to an addiction. (92)

What needs to be explained, Cavell suggests, is why
people choose one form of understanding over another; why
they prefer drama over structure, the odd twist in the
offbeat over a stable understanding updated by fresh data.
As he notes, the problems raised by this choice begin not
with the carnival atmosphere of television but with the rise
of the newspaper as a mass medium. If the dramatic appeal
of the human interest story was behind the success of the

penny press, then what explains this "will to understand"

the world through drama as opposed to structuxe?

Symptoms _and symbols

To answer to this question we will have to examine
further the three conditions necessary for news to function
as information: structure, action, contigency. The first is

an ordered understanding of the world which allows events to
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be placed in relation to one another and therefore to refex
to an unfolding reality "out there." There are many ways to
illustrate this idea. 1In baseball this ordered knowledge
consists of the rules of the game. In the stock market it
involves a basic grasp of the principles of finance and a
knowledge of how the market operates. In medicine the
analogy can be made to the physician’s structural
understanding of the human body which allows various
"events" in the health of the patient to take on medical
meaning. In politics it might be the content of what was
once called "civies," that is, a grasp of the structure of
government. A political ideology consciously held could
also provide this sort of framework for interpretation. 1In
each case the important feature is a relation between
structure and event which allows the event to take on
meaning as a symptom of a changing situation. The simplest
example of this sort of relation involves the interpretation
of sense data. Thunder becomes a symptom of rain because
humans have learned to associate one with the other. Before
that learning takes place there is no information value to
thunder. {Indeed, we might say that the sound of thunder is
at that point merely sensational.) Perhaps the most
complicated relation between structure and event is found in
language, where the speaker’s knowledge of grammar allows
individual "events" occuring within that language to take on

meaning. Again, without this structural grasp of the
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principles of the language the information value of events
approaches zero. Thus we say that a strange language "makes
no sense."
When news functions as information it resembles what
Susanne K. Langer calls a "natural sign."
A natural sign is a part of a greater event, or of a
complex condition, and to an experienced observer it
signifies the rest of that situation of which it is a
notable feature. It is a symptom of a state of

affairs. {emphasis in orignal; 57)

That news is a symptom produced by the situation is the

root of all claims to objectivity. Whether the situation is
a natural one (like the weather) or a human artifact (like
the stock market), news is thought of as an outcome of an
organic process that produces the event irrespective of the
actions of the observer. Here again the weather is the most
basic form of news because it literally is a natural sign,
whereas other situations are merely treated as natural
systems. Thus, a day of trading on the stock market
"naturally" produces the prices which are a symptom of the
progress of the market and the economy as a whole.9 As we
have said, the interpretation of these signs depends on the
ordered knowledge of the observer (Langer 58-9). But their
production does not. In this sense the news “"breaks" each
day as naturally as the light of morning. It arises from
the day’s activity, not from the actions of journalists.

All notions of objectivity begin with the non—involvement of

the journalist in the process that produces signs. In the
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same way that a doctor does not "produce" the hacking cough
he notices in a patient, the jourmnalist, it is thought, does
not produce the events about which he furnishes reports. We
will of course have reason to gquestion this assumption when
we examine the reporting profession in future chapters.

In contrast to news as sign (or symptom) is news as
symbol. The function of a symbol, Langexr argues, is to make
possible not a reaction to an event but a conception of ib.
Symbols allow us to think about things when the things are
not present. "Signs announce their objects" to the

pexceiver, she writes, "whereas symbols lead him to conceive

their objects" (emphasis in original; 61). The referent for
a symbol, then, is not an object or event in the physical
world but the human conception of it-- that is what the
symbol "means." The difference between sign and symbol
involves the second criterion necessaxy for news to function
as information: the need to act. For signs are a prelude to
action. They indicate the present state of affairs for
those who must act and revise their actions in light of new
information. Symbols, on the other hand, are tools fox
contemplation outside the sphere of action. They enable
thought and meaning and all the symbolic functions of art to
arise. The human interest item functions not as a symptom
of the underlying state of affairs, but as a symbol of human
behavior. It is not a prelude to action but an occassion

for thought or feeling, an opportunity to symphathize with
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Mrs. McBride, whose husband "kicked her out of bed" and who
then got drunk "out of pure spite." What the human interest
item symbolizes is not an unfolding world of events, each
contigent on the othexr, but the human comedy played outb
again. Gossip, on the other hand, is a sign: it announces
what is happening in the community and invites a revision of
attitudes in light of new information.

The historical problem raised by the penny papers can
thus be phrased in a new way. If it is true that the rise
of the cheap press is also the rise of the human interest
item, of the "interesting" over the "important," and of news
as symbol over news as symptom, then what needs to be
investigated are the social conditions which produce a need
for one as opposed to the other. When do people need
symbols? When do they need signs? Part of the answer has
already been provided: they need signs when they are actors
in a situation that is constantly changing. Signs inform
them about the present state of affairs and invite a
revision of attitudes or actions in light of that
information. When people perceive themselves as actors in
such a setting they will tend to demand news that functioans
as a sign. But when do they need symbols? Specifically,
what is it about urban life in the mid—-nineteenth century
that would produce a need for new symbols? &nd how is it
that the mass circulation newspaper came to furnish those

symbols?
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The city as passing specgtacle

In his intoduction to Hughes’s study of the human
interest story, Park observed that: "One may, in an idle
moment, read the newspaper with the same interest that one
looks out the window at the moving throng in a crowded
street” (ix). The comparision is a useful one. In the
newspaper the world passes by like a parade, inviting the
eye of the spectator to fall on whatever captures its fancy.
This is a mode of involvement typical of city life and
particularly the life of the streets. The world is
experienced as a passing spectacle, which offers a wonderful
variety of forms and styles and an infinite amount of detail
to be taken in and decoded. One participates, but as a
spectator. The great boulevards of Paris were desiged in
the mid-nineteenth century with just this sort of experience
in mind. The critic Marxshall Berman writes:

What did the boulevards do to the people who came to
£fill them? Baudelaire shows us some of the most
striking things. For lovers, like the ones in "The
Eyes of the Poor," the boulevards created a new
primal scene: a space where they could be private in
public, intimately together without being physically
alone. Moving along the boulevard, caught up in its
immense and endless flux, they could feel their love
more vividly than ever as the still point of a
turning woxrld. They could display their love before
the boulevard’s endless parade of strangers——indeed,
within a generation Paris would be world famous for
this sort of amorous display-—and draw different
forms of joy from them 311. They could weave veils
of fantasy around the multitude of passexrs-by: who
wexre these people, where did they come from and where
were they going, and what d4id they want, whom did
they love? The more they saw of others and showed
themselves to others——-the more they particpated in
the extended "family of eyes"--the richer became
their vision of themselves. (152)
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Berman is gquoted at length because the passage
describes so many elements of the urban experience: the
constant contact with strange people and the wonder and
amusement they invite; the surge of power that the scale of
the city, especially its architecture, sends through every
resident, whatever his status; the sense of constant
movement and change, of endless activity eluding the widest
eyes; the fantastic surfaces of city life, available at a
glance to anyone but in the end not to be deciphered, since
they conceal the uncountable private worids from which all
these strangers have emerged; and, above all, the
paradoxical feeling of intimacy and distance, of
participating in a great project and yet have no power to
direct its course, of being a party to but yet apart from
the great spectacle of the city. To this experience the
newspaper began to speak. In discovering the appeal of the
human interest story, the penny papers were offering up the
urban environment in btransmuted form: the fear of sudden
danger striking from nowhere encouraged by the dark streets
found safe expression in the murder story and, later, in the
black headline warning of crisis; the "veil of fantasy®
woven around the parade of strangers was parted by the
newspaper’‘s daily accounts of domestic tragedies; the power
and wealth of the city as a whole was focused on the
exploits of the powerful, wealthy and glamorous people who

made up "society," their private worlds now opened up for
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public view by insistent reporters. The extremes of city

life, high and low, took on names and dates, locations and
brief histories; they were personified and thus made morxe

real to the persons who experienced then.

The newspaper, in other words, took to the streets.
For one thing, it was sold there, becoming a commodity that
contributed to the urban spectacle; for another, it told the
story of the streets in a public way, penetrating hidden
woxrlds and reflecting in its own urgency the powerful
sensations the city had loosed on each of its inhabitants.
Smith notes that in the the nineteenth century "“the
newspaper‘was a mental highway through which the imagery of
the city traveled." It brought people inside the urban
experience for a look around.

The newspaper’s readers learned from its text the
layers of status and prestige within a newly
constructed society; they were daily shown the abyss
of disgrace into which the criminal, the drunkard,
the bankrupt, could fall. The newspaper proposed the
makeshift realities of society, where no other medium
of homogeneity existed. (Goodbve Gutenbexrg 28)

In other woxds, the sense of what it means to live in
the city was provided by the newspaper, which summed
up--symbolically——the vastness and weirdness of a world
which had exploded in scale to the point where no single
spectator could take it all in (Wixrth 17). As the outer
world lost its solidity so did the inner. The most basic

facts were now things to be discovered. Who am I? Where do

I place myself in this vast spectacle? How do I dress? How
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do I act? How do I think of myself? Who are my neighbors?
0f what community am I a member? Everything is thrown into
doubt because nothing is settled and everything seems
possible. In describing this aspect of city life Berman
quotes a passage from Rousseau’s romantic novel The New
Eloise, in which the young hero moves to the city and, in an
anguished mood, writes to his beloved:
I‘'m beginning to feel the drunkeness that this
agitated, tumultuous life plunges you into. MWith
such a multitude of objects passing bhefore my eyes,
I'm gebting dizzy. Of all the things that strike me,
there is none that holds my heart, yet all of them
together disturb my feelings, so that I forget what I
am and who I belong to. (18)

These conditions of doubt about basic issues like
personal identity and one’s place in the community created
the need for new symbolic forms which would "inform"” people,
not about events in a distant environment, but about the
life they were living now, in the dizzying world of the
city. People were suddenly distant from themselves—-in a
word, they wexre alienated--and they needed "news" which
would speak to this condition, as well as to the wonderful
vibrancy of urban life and their own sense of participation
in it, however slight. In his study of Robert Park and the
Chicago school of sociology, Fred Matthews observes that the
city "made the essential dynamics of human behavioxr®
problematic and therefore available for viewing. "In more

traditional communities," he notes, "the network of social

relations was not 3 problem but a fact." It maintained
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itself through custom. Bubt in the industrial city "the
constant conditions of strangeness, the fact that so many
relatvionships were new, shifting and impersonal, meant that
the processes of social control were no longer concealed
under the cake of custom but laid bare for dissection”
(121). Sociology eventually took advantage of the great
social drama the city opened for view, but the Jjournalist,
says Matthews, was there first, fulfilling the role of
"informal and intuitive sociologist,” a human medium who
acted "as eyes, ears and moral censor for the audience
removed by size and distance from the direct exercise of
these traditional communal roles." Where the community as a
whole had once surveyed the activity of its members, giving
each one his standing in the social network, the newspaper
now helped perxrform this function and the moral duty which
went with it. (Of course the two were somewhat in conflict.

As the North American Review noted in 1885, "The editorials

often grieve over the alleged decline of family morals, and
the frequency of divorxce; while, in the same issue, the
reporters are left free to turn the revelations of the
police and divorce courts into the juciest kind of Jjest”
[Savage 150].) A small community could literally keep track
of everyone; but in the city this was plainly impossible
(Park, Society 93). The suverying of activity thus took
place through symbols, people and events who stood for

larger themes, who could represent the city to a mass
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audience and in whom the audience could see reflected some

aspect of their experience.

Summary

We can now propose some tentative answers to our pairx
of questions: When do people need news as sign? When do
they need news as symbol? They require news as sign when
they feel themselves actors in a constantly shifting world,
where events take on meaning by confirming the actual
happening and separating it from the merely potential. 1In
order for news to function this way, more than information
about events is required. This is why the content of the
newspaper is not a sure guide to how well it "inforxms the
public," for the "informability" of the audience involves
more than the amount of information it is presented with.
Events must be contigent, unpredictable; they must bear upon
action and require some revision of plans or attitudes; and
they must be able to be placed within some structural
understanding of the environment which sets them in relation
to one another. Historical changes in the sort of
information provided by the press are therefore connected to
larger histories that reach beyond the development of the
newspaper. One would have to ask, for example, what groups
of people have historically participated in the conditions
necessary for news bto function as information? How do broad

social changes like urbanization, industrialization, and
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democratization affect the composition of these groups?
More specifically, what is the effect of improvements in
communication technology on the number and sort of people
capable of demanding news as information? How does the
newspaper itself affect the spread of the conditions which
make its own information functions possible? Does it
encourage the possibility that people will feel themselves
actors in a contigent world? Or does it inhibit that
possibility by, for example, exaggerating feelings of
powerlessness? Does the newspaper’s coverage of world
affairs educate people and expand their grasp on the
environment, making it easier to place events in some
meaningful relation to one another? Or does it make that
process more difficult by describing events out of context
and shifting from one crisis to the next?

All these guestions grow out of a distinction that
needs to be made explicit: furnishing information is not the
same as informing people. One is a technical question
invelving the sending of messages. The other is a social
guestion involving the way people act and understand
themselves acting in a world that may or may not require
fresh reports of its current status. Progress in solving
the technical problem of sending messages has no simple
relation to the conditions which make the information
functions of news possible. In understanding those

functions, the important question is not how much
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information people have, or even "are people informed?" butb
rather: what makes people informable? If part of the
revolution of the penny press was a shift from "information”
to "human interest," then one explanation may lie in the
informability of the audience. Compared to the merchants
and public men who were the patrons of the commercial press,
the buyers of the penny papers were not informable in the
same way. They did not act in a world which required the
same kind of updated reports about business, politics and
public affairs, and so their news took other forms.

Those obther forms we have broadly characterized as
symbolic. The human interest stories of the penny press
served new symbolic functions brought about by the expanded
scale of the city as a social environment. It is obvious
that the penny papers succeeded because a mass audience was
"interested" in the stories they had to tell. But the
important question is: why was that audience interested?

The answer we have suggested so far is that the conditions
of urxban life create a new experience that is both
frightening and liberating, which throws into doubt the
identity of the indvidual by weakening the traditional bonds
of the community, while at the same time infusing everyday
life with drama and spectacle typlified by the boulevard’s
parade of passing strangers. The world widens and blooms,
becoming a place of infinite possibility, but at the same

time it narrows and turns back on itself: the man in the
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street is encased in his own limited world, cut off from the
old bonds of community and unable to command a comprehensive
view of his environment. The human interest story spoke to

this new fact of life. It put a wider world in the hands of
the average man, giving him glimpses into lives he could not

live himself, but which he could sense being lived in his

midst.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



CHAPTER 3

THE UNIVERSAL TOWN MEETING

In the previous chapter we examined the environment in
which the modern newspaper first appeared—-— the city. We
concluded that the city as a social structure created the
need for a new form of news, the human interest story, which
helped to orient and entertain the new urban masses. These
functions are not the same as the information functions
classically associated with the press. Human
interest stories do not refer to an unfolding world of
events in which action must be taken on the basis of fresh
data. They do not, in other words, "inform the public.”

But neither are they merely the expression of a childish
desire to be shocked and entertained. The human interest
story originates in the breaking apart of the communal
environment, in the disappearence of the world Jefferson
thought most favorable to demccracy. The penny papers
became a popular medium by exploiting the value of the human
interest item, in effect capitalizing on the loss of
coherence which the transition to an urban environment
implies. In this chapter we explore the vizsion of press and

public which grew out of this success—— a vision which, as
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we shall see, ignored the contradictions inherent in the
rise of a modern press.

Perhaps the most successful human interest stoxy ever,
and certainly the most important one in the rise of the
penny press, was not a story at all but a hoax-- the "Great
Moon Hoax" perpetrated by the Sun in 1835. The Sun reported
one day that an immense new telescope employed by Sir John
Hershcell at the Cape of Good Hope had shown evidence of men
on the moon. Over the next week increasingly sensational
accounts of Herxrshcell'’s "discoveries" filled the pages of
the paper, stirring up so much interest that even the staid
six-cent journals began picking up the story, as did
European papers. The stunt climaxed with descriptions of
winged creatures bthe Sun called "man-bats," which were =said
to be inhabiting the moon (Hughes 185). Eventually the man
who had written the story for the Sun confessed to a rival
paper and the hoax was exposed., Other papers berated the
Sun for it%s conduct, but most people seemed to think it was
all in good fun (Mott, American Journalism 226).

Perhaps, as Hughes argues, the Great Moon Hoax simply
appealed to a universal interest in the heavens, something
"that everyone has speculated on at one time oxr anothexr"
(186). But there is another way to interpret the incident——
as a logical extension of the Sun’s approach to the human
drama of the eity. Like the city spectacle, the moon is

both distant and near, easy to see, impossible to know.
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That is what makes it a mystery. Moreover, what the hoax
described is how life is lived on the moon, exactly the
appeal of other human interest stories written closer to
home. The Sun was in the business of widening the world of
its readers, of astonishing and delighting them by giving
detail to the dim apprehension of other lives being lived in
their midst. Why not take the logical step to the moon and
describe life as it is lived there? In this sense, it is
not surprising that the common man refused to be outraged by
the falsehoods in the hoax. For if the stories were
scientifically false, they were humanly true: that is, their
aim was true. They hit a spot on the popular imagination
and held on. Accuracy, then, is a relative term. When news
functions as information, something resembling scientific
standards can prevail: accuracy proves itelf in the physical
world. Either it happened this way, or it did not. But
when the functions of news are symbolic, (and the motives of
the press commercial) accuracy is a statement about the
audience and what it needs oxr desires or expects from its
reports. Bome stories fit themselves accurately to the
interests of the sudience, others do not. This is
undoubtedly what William Randolph Hearst meant when he
distinguished the really interesting news from the "merely
important" (gbtd. in Hughes 57). One of the most significant
histories to be uncovered in the study of the press is

therefore the history of the means by which the interests of
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the audience are judged—-- in short, the history of feedback
in journalism. For it is the closeness of this "fit" with
the audience, and not a fidelity to fact, which has spelled

success in the newspaper business.

Street sales as feedback

No one understood this better than James Goxrdon
Bennett, the editor of the New York Hexald and undoubtedly
the most important figure in the rise of the mass
circulation newspapexr. In an 1866 profile of Bennett
reviewing his long and tumulbtuous career, the North American
Review noted that he began the Herald by working sixteen
hour days as the paper’s only reporter, editor, salesman and
make—-up man, rushing out to gather the news in the day and
back to the office to put it into print at night:

He converted himsef, as it were, into a medium
through which the gossip, scandal, fun, and nonsense
of this great town were daily conveyed back to it

for its amusement; just as a certain popular preacher
is reported to do, who spends six days in circulating
among his parishoners, and on the seventh tells them
all that they have taught him. (395)

Here is another way of phrasing the distinction we
elaborated in the previous chapter. In publishing whatever
“gossip, scandal, fun and nonsense" he could find, Bennetb
made the newspaper 2 medium through which the city could
communicate with itself. A kind of eircularity thus enters

the relation between Jjournalism and its audience: Bennett

gives back to the city the human comedy it stages each day.
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In contrast to this circular flow, news as information moves
in a linear fashion from margin to center, from distant
front to home office, from the scene of action to the
breakfast table. It is what Smith referred to as
"intelligence," word of what is happening in the outer
world. As soon as intelligence begins to conform not to the
shape of events but to the habits or expectations of the
person recelving it, it is useless as intelligence. In
fact, it is dangerous. Just this possibility has provided
the intruige in any number of spy novels: the chance that
intelligence is not flowing in 2 linear fashion from margin
to center but has been short circuited and given a human
plan. That the agency may be unknowingly communicating with
itself through reports falsified in a deliberate fashion
offers the novelist a ready-made drama, for the nature of
intelligence work is that it depends on information produced
"naturally," that is, without regard for its intended
audience. Human interest news is not innocent of its
audience in this way.

Nor was Bennett. He had a feel for what would excite,
amuse and enrage. But he had something ultimately moxre
important than that: his sales figures, a daily measure of
his success in enabling the city to communicate with itself.
The significance of the mass circulation newspaper sold on
the streets is not simply in the number of papers sold and

the scale of the enterprise, but in the information value of
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the sales themselves. For the first time, a sense of what
the audience desired to read in its newspaper could be
gained by daily trial and error. And there were plenty of
errors, papers begun on a hunch and gone in a8 few weeks,
wrong guesses and false starts that disappeared from the
streets with hardly a trace and passed out of press history
1
before they could enter it. A cenbury before there was
market research or statistics there was this elementary form
of feedback, in which the audience sent daily messages to
the newspaper about what messages to send, simply by buying
2
or refusing to buy the paper. As Frank M. O’Brien wrote in
his study of the Sun:
The assassination of Czar Alexander II of Russia did
not sell an extra papex, but the hanging of Foster,
the "car-hook" murderer, sent the sales up seventeen
thousand. The deaths of Cornelius Vanderbilt and
Alexander T. Stewart had no effect on the Sun’s
circulation, the passing of Napolean III raised it
only one thousand for the day, and the death of Pius
I¥ caused only four thousand irregular readers to buy
the paper, but the execution of Dolan, a murdexrer now
practically forgotten, sent the sales up ten
thousand. (gtd. in Hughes 9)

This was the important information the penny papers
dealt in: the signals sent by the emexrging mass audience to
the publishers. The sixpenny journals had precluded the
possibility of such a feedback mechanism by requiring a
vyearly subscription, a one-time decision with very little

information value. (In fact, the decision to subscribe

meant so little to subscribers that they often neglected to
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pay. Before streets sales bad debts were a chronic problem

for the newspaper.)

Readers as writers

Bennett got the first strong signal from his audience
through his coverage of the Helen Jewett murder in 1836. A
beautiful prostitute was found dead in a fashionable house
of sin and a young clerk was accused of the crime. Bennett,
realizing that the clerk could be made into a sympathetic
figure, built up the story as a tale of scandal in high
places, describing champagne parties at the house attended
by businessmen and charging that the young man accused of
the crime had been framed. By the time the clerk was
acquited the Herald’s circulation had tripled during the run
of the story, mostly because of Bennett’s eyewitness
accounts and dramatic reconstructions of the murder and
trial (Mott, American Journalism 233). Throughout the
scandal Bennett had functioned as an extension of the
audience’s senses, describing in vivid detail the inside of
the house, the bedroom where the murder occured and the look
of the corpse as a policeman lifted the sheets to show him
(Hughes 12). Before the interview had become standard
practice in journalism, Bennett reproduced in question and
answer form his conversation with the woman who discovered
the bady. He did the same for trial testimony. What he

provided his readers was a vicarious thrill, a3 visit inside
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a hidden world that had been broken open in spectacular
fashion.

In his coverage of the Jewett murder, Bennett was not
s0 much uncovering facts as completing an image that had
been dimly drawn in the minds of his readers before the
incident. People had known about the house of prostitution;
they had perhaps passed by it, whispering of what went on
there. Vice was an atmopshere given off by the city, a dark
side of the urban drama that no one could fail to notice,
whether they felt tempted or not. By describing the scene
of an actual crime Bennett gave form to a known but
invisible underworld: he filled in what had been outlined in
the imagination of his readers. Naturally the form he gave
was exaggerated, for it was designed to complete an image
rather than furmnish the facts. Thus, the prostitute was not
simply beautiful, she was beauty itself. As Bennett
described her corpse:

The body looked as white, as full, as polished, as
the purest Parian marble. The perfect figure, the
exquisite limbs, the fine face, the full arms, the
beautiful bust, all, all surpassed in every respect
the Venus de Medici, according to the casts generally
given of her. (gtd. in Hughes 12)

As a form of communicabtion this sort of report is more
complex than it might appear. Bennett writes as if he is
describing what he was shown, testifying as a witness, but

his rendering owes as much to the audience’s expectations as

it does to the scene itself. It describes the way his
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readers might picture a beautiful woman, and in that sense
is a message returned to the audience by the journalist as
much as it is a report from the scene of action. Throughout
the Helen Jewett scandal readers were informing Bennett
about what they wanted to read, and Bennett was
communicating back to the readers what the sales figures
were telling him. By reacting himself with awe and outrage,
Bennett was exhibiting the emotions his readers were
inclined to have, and the tale began to be shaped by these
demands——the logic of the story—--rather than a strict desire
to uncover the facts. In a sense the readers were acting as
authors and Bennett as medium, an extension of their eyes,
ears and curiosity.

That readers were also writers was something Jefferson
had realized about newspapers long befoxre the human interest
story became a staple of the press. In advising a man who
had written him about starting a newspaper, Jefferson said
he thought the press of his own time so irresponsible that
"defamation is becoming a necessary of life," a stimulant
even reasonable people seem to need. Those who should know
betbter read these outrageous items, forgetting the fact
"that it is not he who prints, but he who pays for printing
a slander, who is its real author."3 Jefferson no doubt
meant that moral responsibility fox the sad condition of the
press must be shared by veaders, but his remark also points

up the role of the reader in shaping the content of the
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newspaper. The newspaper audience is not simply spoken to——
it speaks, both to the newspaper and through the newspaper
to itself. As Tocqueville put it, "Newspapers make

associations and associations make newspapers" (2: 112).

Instant community

The press is a means by which a group realizes itself
as a group. And this happens because the press communicates
not only from margin to center, from distant front to
breakfast table, but also from heart to heart, in its
expression of common sentiment, and from heart to head in
the detail it gives to feelings vaguely perceived. Why do
we eagerly turn to newspaper accounts of events we attended
and already know about? Because it is exciting to see our
experience transformed into a public report. We see things
in a different light and feel connected to some small
movement of history, regardless of whether we learn anything

from the account. As the North American Review observed in

1866:

The newspaper is that which connects each individual
with the general life of mankind, and makes him part
and parcel of the whole; so that we can almost say,
that those who neither read newspapers nor converse
with people who do read them are not members of the
human family; -- that is, not actually, not now;
though, like the negroes of Guinea, they may become
such in time. They are beyond the pale; they have no
hold of the electric chain, and therefore do not
receive the shock. (emphasis in original; 377)

Bennett made sure his readers received the shock. Butb

that was not all there was to the Hexald. True, Bennett
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built a profitable circulation by abandoning the "important"
for the "interesting.” Yet he then turned around and used
the profits to finance the paper’s extensive
information—gathering system, a network of correspondents
superior to anything the press had previously seen and
capable of providing fresh reports from increasingly distant
places. This made the Hexald an important paper for all
classes, but what orginally made it a popular and profitable
paper was its proprietor’s sucecess in conveying the "gossip,
scandal, fun and nonsense" of the town back to its
inhabitants. Thus, the Herald led a schizoid existence:
outrageous and inflammatory in its attempt to interest a
mass audience and, at the same time, remarkably enterprising
in its news coverage.4 Because of the contradictory nature
of his paper’s appeal, Bennett could never shake his
reputation as a charlatan and profiteer, despite his success
in furnishing important information and biting analysis
along wih the scandal and amusement (North American Review
381).

In his attempt to steer a middle course between the
simple sensationalism of papers like the Sun and the dull
and spiritless guality of the commercial press, Bennett gave
birth to a vision of the newspaper as a great unifying
force. In May of 1835, shortly after the Herald‘’s debut,
Bennett remarked that:

The small daily papers around us were solely directed

to mere police reports, melancholy accidents, ox
curious extracts. They indicated no mind, no
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intelligence, no knowledge of society at large. The
larger [papers] were many of them without talent and
without interest. There was plenty of room,
therefore, for a cheap paper managed on oux plan,
calculated to circulate among all ranks and
conditions; to interest the mexchant and man of
learning, as well as the mechanic and the man of
labor. (gtd. in Bleyexr 187)

The fact that one newspaper could circulate among all
classes, as the Herald did, led to an image of 2ll classes
as one class, attuned bto the importance of world affairs and
informed of their progress swiftly and efficiently through
the news pages. It was as if the newspaper itself--in
particular, the fact that it communicated so widely-——could
break down class barriers, even out cultural differences and
send the light of understanding shining thxough to everyone
for the mere price of a penny. Benjamin Day shared this
dream, despite the fact that his Sun deliberately neglected
politics, the traditional art of uniting men. "Already we
can perceive a change in the mass of the people,"” he wrote
in 1837. "They think, talk, and act in concert. They
understand their own interest, and feel they have numbers
and strength to pursue it with success" (gbd. in Bleyer
164). The vision of mass communication bringing instant
community did not stop at the city oxr nation but took in the
entire world. It was simply assumed that the ability to
¥reach everyone would eliminate conflict and unite humanity.

The great Christian dream of a world-wide brotherhood was

now within reach. The North American Review reasoned thatb,
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since it is isolation and ignorance that pits nation against
nation and citizen against foreigner, the newspaper could
not help but erase these conflicts, for it was obvious that
the newspaper was ending isolation and ignorance. The
newspaper "constitutes a universal town mebting for
politics," the Review concluded (Savage 140),

Ezactly the conflict we saw Jefferson wrestling with in
the first chapter is here resolved in the notion of a
"universal town meeting.” The town meeting is the ideal
image of a democracy at work. It can carry this ideal
because the town is a limited environment, where problems
are small in scale and competence in governing can be safely
assumed. A republic is a goverament that has outgrown the
boundaries of a small town; it is democracy extended over
distance and thus conducted through symbols—- flags which
represent the nation, people who represent other people,
news reports which represent events occuring at a distance,
campaigns which represent the principle of "government by
the people" when the people cannot directly govexn.
Jefferson believed that the press was vital to the health of
the republic because it enabled people to participate in a
government that had been removed from their immediate grasp.
But he also believed that this removal was inherently
dangerous, for it was always threatening to widen into
tyranny. Thus Jefferson sought to preserve the political

functions of the small local community. He wanted to give
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the town meeting as much business as possible in order to
minimize the dangers of distance, the very factor that gave
the press its sacred place in the republic. The idea of a
"universal town meebting" erases this conflict between small
town democracy and physical distance. It holds that people
can manage their own affairs and find a way to unite even
when scattered all over the globe. They can accomplish this
because the newspaper restores the conditions of the small

town by wiping out the factor of distance.

The telegraph and the electronic mythos

In effect, this vision of the newspaper wipes out the
idea of a republic as well, for it eliminates the need to go
through intermediaries like nations, laws and legislators.
People are wired directly to one another. "The day of
universal reading has dawned," said the Review, "universal
thinking will follow" (141). What is really destroyed in
the bypassing of the republic is the dependence on all
symbols, all media, all means by which people are brought
into contact with one another and with collective concerns,
(and yet remain separate.) Thus the idea that universal
reading leads to universal thinking: the medium dissolves.
Ironically it was the arrival of a new medium, the 5
telegraph, that put this fantastic idea in so many heads.
Bennett wrote in 1845 that with this magic invention,

The public mind will be stimulated to greater

activity by the rapid circulation of news. The swift
communication of tidings of great events, will awake

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



96

in the masses of the community still keener interest
in public affairs.... The whole nation is impressed
with the same idea at the same moment. One feeling
and one impulse are thus created and maintained from
the centre of the land to its ubttermost extremities.
(gtd. in Pray 364)

In an 1B51 editoxrial on the telegraph and the mission
of the press, Samuel Bowles extended the vision beyond the
nation to the globe. 1In partnership with the newspaper,
Bowles wrote, the telegraph promised "to melt and mould the
jarring and contending nations of the world into that one
great brotherhood which, through long centuries, has been
the ideal of the Christian and the philanthropist.“6 Why
did the btelegraph give rise to these utopian visions? The
guestion is worth a study in itself, but here we can make
some speculative remarks. Communication always appears to
promise an increase in human ceonbvrol. Woxd of what is
happening in distant places make it possible to direct the
course of distant events, bringing more and more bterxitory
under the conscious direction of men. Communication, then,
seems to expand the scope of the mind. It makes everything
amenable to judgment and the revision of judgment based on
new information. (In effect, it enlarges the domain of the
present, for custom and tradition—--those ways in which
things have always been done—--lose their authority in human
affairs when constant action and reaction are possible

through a steady supply of information. When contyol over

distance is enlarged, those who have the latest information
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hold the authority.) A tremendous sense of powexr
accompanies the reach of modern communications; it is
literally the feeling of powexr over the world, of control
following inevitably from contact with events. Frederic
Hudson, Bennett’s managing editor, used military metaphors
to express this feeling in his history of American
Journalism. In describing the journalist in the age of the
telegraph he wrote:
With dispatches from every guarter and nation of the
earth continually pouring into the editor’s office,
the face of the globe becomes to him a vast field of
battle—— the desperate battle of life, and he is
placed like a Napolean, surrxounded by his staff, to
decide at once what is to be done, and to act.
(600)

The telegraph was the ideal medium for nourishing this
sense of power, for it seemed to represent contact in the
abstract, communication as simple fact, unadorned by
language or symbol. This quality of abstractness also
allowed other mythical meanings to collect around the
medium. Electricity resembled thought itself and the
electric telegraph bthe direct transmission of thought. In
an essay on "The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution," James
Carey and John J. Quirk make the point that, because
electricity sends messages invisibly, "there is a persistent
attempt to link it with an extrasensory and wordless world
that can be entered in an unmediated way." As a metaphor for

the modern world, elecbtricity gives rise to the dream of

"cosmic awareness, a bypassing of communication, a loss of
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self and [a] direct unmediated participation in the totality
of life and knowledge" (420). Electric communication thus
allowed two contradictory impulses to merge, Carey and Quirk
argue., On the one hand it offered power over nature by
annihilating space and giving men like Hudson the feeling of
control over distant events. On the other hand it seemed to
promise & kind of communion with nature and with other men,
a restoration of the harmony that must have existed before
the machine, or as the authors put it, a "povidentizl bond
between man and his environment" (418). With the telegraph,
the urges to dominate nature and become one with it were
collapsed into a single utopian vision, one version of which
was the "universal town meebting," an ideal peolitical unit
which both extended the control of space to its final limit
and, at bthe same time, restored the close, communal life
that existed before the community’s extension in space

began.

Universal citizenship through the press

It is important to keep in mind that the combination of
the telegraph and the mass circulation newspaper is what
gave birth bto this faith, for the dream is a dream of
instant transmission and total distribution. Imn his
analysis of the "grand moral claims made on behalf of the
telegraph," Daniel J. Czitrom observes that those who

predicted a new world harmony through the miracle of
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communication were mingling two meanings the term had
gained, the archaic sense of the word, in which to
communicate means to make common, to commune, and the modern
sense, having to do with conveying information. The
"ambiguity between the two poles of meaning" went
unresolved, he concludes (10-11). This ambiguity tended to
obscure the contradictory effects of communication over
distance-— the fact that, as the scale of social
organization increase, the authority of the community
dissolves. Selves are set free from the bonds of the past,
neighbors become strangers and strangers neighbors.
Tradition and custom count for less, technology and
informatvion for more. Carey and Quirk point to Harxold Innis
as the thinker who best understood this relation (389).
Innis did not assume that an enlarged ability to communicate
would enlarge the community. Rathexr, one tended to destroy
the other, for the extension of social organization across
space undermined the oral tradition, the carrier of culture,
by making face to face contacts less important and
eliminating the concern for what endured over time.7

We have already seen how the mass circulation newspaper
was a part of this process. It appeared first in the city,
offering a new form of sociability in an environment where
face to face contacts, though freguent, were distant and
speechless. Thus the newspaper actually arose from the

absence of community, the human interest story emerging, for
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example, from the mutual ignorance that characterized social
relations in the city. I% is only when people do not care
about each other and feel no responsibility for each other'’s
fate that they are willing to be entertained by human
interest items. The vision of the newspaper as a
community-creator comes partly from the breadth of its
distribution. The newspaper can-reach everyone in the
community. With the telegraph, one community could be put
into touch with every other community. Add the telegraph to
the newspaper and everyone could be in touch with everyone
else through the press, for as Czitrom points out, it was
the newspaper that brought the magic of the telegraph to the
millions by publishing telegraphed news. Most people never
actually used the device to send messages; it entered their
lives through the press (14).

All the varieties of the faith we have been examining
assume two things. One is that presenting information to
people is eqguivalent to informing them. Since information
from everywhere can now be presented to everyone, everyone
can now be informed about everything. According to Anthony
Smith, one of the aims of the modern newspaper "has been to
create the impression-—-perhaps the illusion--that all
information is the true business of all its readers." The
newspaper offers people "an impliéd universal citizenship by
virtue of their acquaintanceship with the facts” in the

paper, Smith argues (Goodbye Gutenberg 311). The

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



101

possibility of such "universal citizenship," (or what Walter
Lippmann called the "omnicompetent citizen") follows
logically from the telegraph’s ability to transmit news from
anywhere. The second assumption is communication as
communion, the idea that shared information leads to shared
understanding and common action—— by itself. The
traditional ways of uniting men, through political action
and persuasive rhetoric, through the elaboration of a shared
creed (as in religion), were deemed to be obsolete. It was
the magic fact of communication that would unite men, and
the newspaper, the fullest extension of that fact, would
take the lead and become the great civilizing force of the

modexyn world.

Contradictions of a freed press

The faith that information can unite men and lead them
to the truth was not, of course, born with the mass
circulation newspaper. It had been a part of the arguments
for freedom of expression since those arguments began to be
made. But the faith in the delivery of information alone,
in the mere fact of communication, was a novel one. In an
essay entitled "Two Revolutions in the American Press,”
Walter Lippmann went back to Milton’s classic framing of the
argument for free speech. He noted that Milton believed in
free speech because he assumed, like those who followed him,

that truth would win out over error. But he assumed this
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because, as a8 Puritan, he also believed that "God revealed
the truth directly to the faithful." Thus, "the freedom
from external control" which Milton advocated in his
arguments against government censorship assumed a kind of
"inner control," a spiritual discipline that came from the
common practice of religion (436). It was on that basis
that Milton argued for free speech, {(consistently excluding
the rights of Catholics, Leonard W. Levy notes [95-100].)
But an interesting thing happened in the long fight for
freedom of the press, Lippmann observes. As the "external
control decayed" and government lost its hold on the press,
the "internal control dissolved" as well, and a secular
culture began to triumph along with a free press. When,
with the penny papers, the press finally emerged as
profitable and genuinely free from government, the shared
creed which had once bound people together was also gone.
In its place was the market and the beginning of what we
would now call mass culture. Lippmann writes:
Thus the popular commercial press of the second half
of the nineteenth century and down to our times has
had as its central motive the immediate satisfaction
of the largest number of people. Its proprietors and
editors had, of course, their own convictions, but
the working principle {was] to catch the daily
interest of their potential readers. Thus this
press, escaped from the tutelage of government, fell
under the tutelage of the masses. It was not a free
press in the sense that it was moved by the
convictions of its writers, but a kind of freedmen’s
press, which, lacking the positive qualities of a
liberal existence, found support and profit in

serving the whims and wishes and curiosity of the
people. (436)
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Lippmann’s argument is that, by the time the press
gained the power to truly say what it pleased, all it wanted
to do was please the masses. It therefore exchanged one
form of control for another: the dependence on party and a
ruling class dissolved, but in its place was a slavish
devotion to the market, that is, to whatever would excite ox
amuse its audience. 8ill, this was an important step,
Lippmann argued; it established the press as a power any
government had to respect. But the revolution was
incomplete, for the object of this new press was

not to report events in their due relationships or to
interpret them in ways that subsequent events will
verify. It selects from the events of the day those
aspects which most immediately engage attention, and
in place of the effort to see life steadily and whole
it sees life dramatically, episodically, and from
what is called, in the jargon of the craft, the angle
of human interest. (438)

This is what the utopian visions of the press had
overlooked. True, i1t was now possible to deliver instant
word of events from anywhere on earth. And word of those
events could be in the hand of the common man by daybreak—-
also true. But the two facts do not make a whole. In
particular, they do not make for a body of citizens
interested in their common fate, informed about the world
they live in and prepared to act for the common good. In
shoxrt, they do not create an informed public. For while it

is true that the newspaper for the first time began to

address the mass of citizens, it did not address them as
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citizens, but as a mass. (Exactly what a mass is will be
taken up in the next chapter.) To again borrow from H.D.
Duncan, people did not want “information about, but
identification with" their surroundings.:. The penny press
built its appeal on the feeling of participation it lent to
its readers, on its ability to extend the senses, strip away
the veils of strangers, give shape and color, name and
detail to the urban drama, and to reflect in its own urgency
and breadth the scope and power of an unfolding modernity.
It discovered how to do this by exploiting a characteristic
feature of mass communication: the daily exchange of
messages with a large audience through the acts of buying
and selling. The information the penny papers were most
interested in did not concern the unfolding of events in the
world of politics and public affairs. The cheap papers were
founded, in fact, on a hostility towarxd that world. Rather,
the important informabtion was being sent by the audience to
the publishers about what sort of newspaper might sell. It
was this information, codified in the form and contents of
the newspaper, that was profitable. And it was this
information that was constantly being circulated, in
different symbolic forms, through the community of readexs
the mass circulation newspaper had created. The audience
was communicating in a new way with itself--not with the

world—-though it used this new form of communication to
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experience its world in a fuller, more dramatic, moxre

sensational, more enjoyable way.

Ridiculing the public realm

The penny papers were funnf: comic relief. And one of
the things they offered relief from was the serious business
of public affairs. Early on in the Herald’s rise, Bennettb,
seeking to draw attention to his paper, wrote parodies of
the news. For example, he published mock special messages
from Andrew Jackson intended to make the common people laugh
and to enrage the established journals (Pray 1%4). (On both
counts he succeeded; circulation grew and the established
journals latex took revenge in the "Moral Warxrs" of the
1840s, Bennett exploiting every one of these attacks for its
publicity value.) Bennett was so bent on ridiculing every
party and principle, every form of belief, that press critic
Will Ixwin later wrote that in "his attitude toward the
public interest, he appeared unmoral rather than immoral.

He kept faith with no party, respected no privacy”
(Propaganda and_ the News 46). Consider, then, the
contradictions in Bennett’s Hexrald. After it became
profitable, it pursued important information with a
vengeance, virtually inventing modern reporting and making
itself indispensable to anyone concerned with the vital
issues of politics, business, statecraft and war. At the

same time it heaped ridicule on the public realm, refusing
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to take seriously any public man‘s claim to principle and,
more importantly, refusing to limit its news coverage to his
public actions. If the serious and informed citizen can be
defined in part by what he is not interxested in, by what he
refuses to hold against a man or consider relevant to a
judgment about him; if the public realm, in short, excludes
the private, thereby gaining its meaning, then Bennett was
nothing less than a public menace, a man bent on erasing the
line between public and private and exposing everybthing, not
only to the glare of publicity, but also %o his own daxk
sarcasm, sharpened to an edge by a true talent for the
writbten word. Reviewing Bennett’s career in 1899, E.L.
Godkin wrote,

He intreoduced, too, an absolutely new feature, which

has had, perhaps, bthe greatest success of all. I

mean the plan of treating everything and everybody as

somewhat of a joke, and the knowledge of everything

about him, including his family affairs, as something

to which the public is entitled. (gtd. in Bleyer

209)

To give some idea of what Godkin was talking about,
Bennett suggested in 1836 that Americans ought to considex
an emperor instead of a President. An autocracy could
hardly be any worse than a republic headed by the buffoons
running for office, he reasoned (Noxth American Review 399).
Of course, it is impossible to know how seriously he meant
it, but that is the point: it was the seriousness of public

affairs which was being questioned. The reason for this

little digression is not to underline the excesses of
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Bennett ‘s character, (although they are interesting in
themselves) but to view them as expressions of the hostility
to politics and public affairs-—-in fact, to everything
public—-—which the popular newspaper embodied. Far from a
"universal town meeting," the mass circulation newspaper
often constituted a popular comedy in which the business of
the public realm was mocked and adulterated with scandalous
material from the private. Why did this happen? The
argument we have been constructing is that it did not happen
because of the greed of publishers oxr the childishness of
the masses. It happened because the conditions which gave
rise to the mass circulation newspapey also undermined the
possibility of its audience emerging as an "informed

public.”

Summary

We can now begin to tie the various threads of our
argument together. The newspaper finally gained its freedom
by obtaining a profitable circulation. It obtained a
profitable ecirculation through the methods of mass appeal,
chiefly by discovering the power of the human interest
story. The profits gained in this fashion not only freed
the newspaper from government, but made possible the news
gathering system which stretched across the continent and
eventually around the world. It thus became possible to

bring word of events happening almost anywhere to people’s
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homes the next day. The telegraph wedded to the newspaper
seemed to promise a universally informed public, for the one
brought information instantly from almost anywhere and the
other put it in the hands of almost everyone. But behind
this vision was the questionable assumption that providing
information is all thexre is to informing people. We have
argued that such an assumption is false. The information
functions of news are made possible not by the fact of
transmitting messages from one place to anothexr, but by
certain characteristics the audience shares. These include
& structural grasp of the environment, which makes it
possible to place events in relation to one another; and
along with this structure, the need to act and continually
revise one’s actions in light of new information.

There was nothing in the arrival of the telegraph or
the rise of the mass circulation newspaper which ensured the
spread of these conditions to the great mass of people. 1In
fact, the opposite possibility is more likely: the
conditions which give rise to the modern newspaper are also
those which prevent its audience from emerging as an
informed public. A certvain loss of coherence, a splitting
apart of the common world into the separate worlds of each
inhabitant, helps give the modern newspaper its functions.
And this loss of coherence is not made up for by the arrival
of news from more distant and exotic places. The newspaper,

in other words, is not a cure for the social conditions
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which call it into being. It does put the world back
together again in the shape of the small town.

Of course one did not need an elaborate argument like
this in ofder to doubt the utopian visions of press and
public which arose from the success of the penny papers.

The idea of a “"universal town meeting" could have been
refuted simply by glancing at the pages of the daily
newspaper, which, after all, did not seem to be addressed to
informed citizens concerned about public affairs. There
grew up btherefore another vision, also in debt to the mass
circulation newspaper—— the vision of the masses united not
by the information they shared or the new sense of community
they felt, but by the distractions they were provided, the
emotions they were encouraged to vent in consuming the
newspapexr’'s diet of scandal and amusement. There grew up,
in other words, the image of a mob, assembled not in
physical space--although that, too, was a threat--but
through the connecting poher of mass communication. And the
dangers this mob presented to republican government seemed
moxre pronounced as the twentieth century approached. This
darker vision of press and public is the subject of the next

chapter.

+
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CHAPTER 4

FROM CROWD TO PUBLIC

The image of a "universal town meeting,” a public in
which everyone participates directly in democracy through
the agency of the newspaper, associates a modern press with
a scale of political involvement typical of a small town.
But, as we have seen, the conditions responsible for the
growth of the press are also those which underxmine a village
environment and make it a poor model for the new
relationship between press and public. If the community
made possible by the mass circulation newspaper did not
resemble a btraditional village environment, as we have
argued, bthen what were its characteristics? Or, to put the
question another way, if the universal town meeting is notb
an appropriate metaphor for the sort of public a modern
press helps to assemble, then how are we to conceive of this
public? These are the guestions the present chaptexr seeks
to address, starting with a group of mostly European writers
around the turn of the century who had a very different
metaphor for the modern newspaper’s audience, that of an

unruly street mob.
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For as long as there have been calls for the people to
rule there have been warnings that the people are
feeble-minded, irrational and therefore incapable of ruling.
And, in addition, there have been different ideas about just
who the people are.l To even the purest democrat it is
obvious that the people cannot be all persons. Slaves,
serfs, workers, women, Blacks, criminals, children, and, in
our own btime, those who neither vote nor answer opinion
polls—- all at one time or another have been defined out of
existence as far as the people’s voice is concerned. Fears
about the rise of the "mob," the "multitude" or the "masses"
therefore have two dimensions. One is the perennial belief
that the people by nature are unfit to rule. The other is

Athe rising perception that those who count as the people are
expanding in number to include persons unfit to rule.

At the close of the nineteenth century in Europe, a
spate of writings on “"crowds" mingled these two impulses in
the name of science to produce an attack on the democratic
faith in man which today seems openly and sometimes
hysterically hostile. There was much that was conventional
in crowd psychology’s analysis of the irrational element in
group behavior; Machiavelli, in particular, had said many of
the same things more eloguently. To that extent the whole
school can be dismissed as a crude defense of a faltering
aristocracy (Barrows 192). , But in the analysis of the crowd

there was also the dim recognition of a great historical
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change in the making, not so much the rise of a2 new

sociebty——although it was sometimes phrased that way--but a
change in the character of the social bond itself. New ways
of combining individuals into groups were making their
appearence, many of them through the agency of the modern
newspaper. It is from that angle that the present chapter

examines the writings on crowds.

Metaphorxs foxr the crowd

Crowd psychology started from a simple fact that is
obvious to anyone who has tried to do business by committee:
that a group of people, no matter how reasonable as
individuals, show a remarkably different character when
atbtempting to act as a group. Susanna Barrows notes that
Scipio Sighele, an Italian criminologist who produced some
of the first writing on crowds, began by discarding Hexrbert
Spencer’s idea of society as the sum of i1ts parts.

To refute Spencer’s premise Sighele quoted one of Max
Nordau’s most intruiging paradoxes: the intellectual
medicority of an assembly of geniuses. Like Noxdau,
Sighele believed that the mere act of association
produced a new "being"” whose characteristics wexe
distinct from the units of which it was composed.

Any study of collectivities, then, would necessarily
involve something other than social arithmetic.

(127)

This "new being," a "something other" than the sum of
the crowd’s parts, proved to be quite elusive. One way to

look at the theorists of the crowd is to examine the

metaphors they used to give moxe recognizable form to the
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mysterious essence of crowd behavior. Most of the metaphors
are entirely predictable: the crowd is said to be like a
wild beast, a savage, a barbarian, a lunatiec, a criminal, a
spoiléd child. Some are a little more inventive: the French
thinkers compared the crowd to a drunk--incoherent,
unpredictable and deluded--and to a woman-— frivolous,
credulous and impulsive (Barrows 72, 47). In addition to
comparing the unknown being of the crowd to a known being
like a raging beast or a silly female, the crowd
psychologists sought to describe how this crowd—-character
was communicated from person to person. It was not enough
to say that the crowd was like a madman; some theory of how
madness crept over the crowd had to be developed. It was
here that crowd psychology became a kind of communication
theory.

Virtually a1l the students on crowds agreed that a
number of people present in one place together did not form
& crowd. 2As cne English writer put it, "2 multitude of
people walking in the street, each about his own business,
may form a dense mass of humanity, but they are not a crowd
until something occurs to arrest their common attention and
inspire in them a common emotion” (Conway 8). How the
conditions of collective attention and common feeling came
about was the central gquestion crowd psychology sought to
answer. Again, the metapors employed to characterize the

process of crowd formation are instructive. The most
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importvant was probably hypnosis: the crowd was said to be
carried along as if in a trance. This idea had several
advantages. First, hypnosis was an established scientific
fact. ©Second, it described how one kind of pexson became
another—— by being placed under a spell which allowed a
different self to emerge. That other self could be seen as
unconscious, a being not normally allowed to show itself in
behavior. This explained the looser reshtraints on impulse
characteristic of the crowd, the fact that people would do
things in a2 mob they would never do as individuals. Another
advantage of positing a collective act of hypnosis was that
it implied a hypnotist, someone able to put the crowd in a
trance. This was naturally the charismatic leader, a figure
with whom every writer on crowds had to reckon. All imn all,
hypnosis was a powerful methaphor for crnwg behavior and it
appealed to many, including Sigmund Freud. Gabriel Tarde,
a French sociologist and the most formidable of the crowd
thinkers, called hypnosis "the point of experimental
juncture between psychology and sociology" (gtd. in Nye 70).
Along with hypnosis came a range of other metaphors for
the mysterious unity of the crowd. These included
electricity ("Does man send out wireless messages without
knowing it, and is there some unrecognized coherer in the
make-up of other individuals that can receive them?" [Conway
371) and infectious disease (crowd fever was compared to

mental illness, which was thought to be contagious to
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doctors who treated the insane.) The most common metaphors
revolved around the vague notion of "suggestion," the idea
that one person suggests to another the type of behavior
characteristic of crowds. Other terms used in more or less
the same fashion were "imitation" and “"mental contagion"
(Nye 68-70). These ideas all stressed the importance of
proximity and the sort of impulses that could be
communicated among people in close physical contact with
each other. Thus, Sighele explained the irrational
character of the crowd by noting that emotions could be
communicated by physical signs——gestures, facial -
expressions, shouts and cries--while the intellect was an
inner guality that did not lend itseif to bransmission
across the space of the crowd (Barrows 154). (Speech, of
course, could communicate the material of the intellect, but
the members of a crowd did not speak with one anothexr. They
were either spoken to or spoke en _masse (Conway 22, 24).
Should conversation among them develop it would immediately
dissolve the crowd into small, face to face groups in which
individual character could be restored. This is a point
that will occur again and again in discussions of the crowd
and later the "mass." Speech dissolves the conditions that
make individuals amenable to mass treatment. As socon as
people turn and face each other, the power formed by their
collective attention on a common object dissipates in bthe

exchange of roles typical of conversation.)
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The crowd: collective attention without contact

Concepts like "imitation" and "contagion" had one
serious flaw, in addition to their vagueness. They made the
most sense when the meaning of "crowd" was restricted to a
physical gathering of people who by some sort of contact
could infect one another with the crowd mentality. The same
was true of hypnosis, which suggested contact between the
charismatic leadex and the crowd. By far the most important
insight the writers on crowds had, however, was that
physical contact was no longer a necessary condition for
crowd behavior. Gustave Lebon, the most famous of the crowd
theorists, wrote that the crowd was now to be thought of as
a psychological condition. Thus, "an entire nation, though
they may be no visible agglomeration, may become a crowd
under the action of certain influences" (27). According to
Robert Park, whose 1904 dissertation compared the crowd to
the public, this was a point on which all writers of the
crowd psychology school agreed: "the defining characteristic
of the crowd is not spatial Jjunrtaposition but psychic
reciprocity" (The Crowd and the Public 2Z). There were two
levels, then, at which thinking about crowds seized on the
factor of communication. First, a mass of people did notv
become a crowd until something common came between them and
drew thelr attention. Second, this common or collective

attention could be achieved without physical contact. It
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could occur, in other words, through they agency of a

medium. As Sir Martin Conway put it:
A crowd, in the sense I am employing the word, can be
formed in a hundred other ways than by mere physical
presence together at one time and place. Printing,
the telegraph, and the various modern inventions and
developments we are are all familiar with, have made
crowd—-formation possible without physical conbact...
(15)

Part of what crowd psychology was attempting to examine
was the kind of tie which existed among people who‘were
unknown to one another, but who somehow felt and thought inm
similar ways. The most important piece of evidence that
such a tie existed, of course, was the mass circulation
newspaper. The newspaper seemed to both embody and
encourage a new type of social grouping, a kind of community
that lacked any of the traditional community ties. The
readers of the newspaper did not know each othex; theix
families shared no history; they did not gather together and
had no way of making their number known to the senses. They
did not participate in a common activity other than the
newspaper itself. And yet they made for a social whole, a
collective force in the arena of politics and a palpable
presence in a nation’s cultural life. “Newspapers indeed
are read by individuals," Conway observed, "but they are not
addressed bo individuals, nor does a readexr read them in the
same abtbtitude as when he reads a private letter." The

urpose of journalism, he concludes, is "crowd formation and
’

crowd—-direction" (16).
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The type of social bond exemplified by the newspapex
audience was gquite baffling, for it did not consist of
individuals acting as individuals nor did it have the
structure, sebtting or function of an organized community.
Everett Dean Marxtin, one of the few American writers on
crowds, argued that, while the crowd is a social pheonomena
it is also peculiarly asocial. "Crowd behavior is
pseudo—social if social organization is to be regarded as a
means to the achievement of realizable goods,” Martin wrote
(22). Neither fully social nor the result of individual
actions, the crowd as assembled by communication was a body
whose form resembled no other. Thus, the transparent
attempts to "locate" its essence in known bodies--beasts,
drunks, madmen, criminals——and to give the collective
character of the crowd the gualities of an individual
through phrases like "the crowd mind." LeBon wrote:

Undexr certain given circumstances, and only under
those circumstances, an agglomeratvion of men
presents new characteristics very different from
those of all of the individuals composing it. The
sentiments and ideas of all the persons in the
gathering take one and the same direction, and their
conscious personality vanishes., A collective mind is
formed, doubtless btransitory, but presenting very
clearly defined characteristics. The gathering has
thus become what, in the absence of a better
expression, I will call an organised crowd, ox, if

the term is considered preferable, a psychological
crowd. It forms a single being, and is subjected to

the law of mental unity of crowds. (emphasis in
original; 23-24).
The movement in the above passage is itself

interesting, for it indicates how crowd psychology retreated
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from the implications of its own insights. LeBon begins by
positing a gqualitative difference between the whole and the
sum of its parts—— not simply an intensification or greatex
sum, but "new characteristics" which are held to be vastly
different from those of the individuals composing the crowd.
In contemporary terms we might call this a "system break."
This qualitatively new feature is then immediately given the
form of the old. The crowd is said to possess a "mind" and
a "single being,"” and a "law of metal unity" is said to
govern its actions. By this device the system break is
quickly repaired and reader and writer are reassured, for
the language of individual psychology can continue to
describe what had just been called a radical departure from
the features of individuals (Nye 64). This is the most
important sense in which crowd psychology can be called
"conservative"—— its refusal to imagine a collective body
which showed neithex the characteristics of a traditiomnal

community noxr those of an individual mind.

Freud’s psychology of the group

A more heroic attempt then LeBon‘s to extend the
psychology of the individual to the behavior of the
collective was undertaken by Freud in 1922. 1In Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego he relied heavily on
LeBon’‘s descriptions of crowd behavior, but refused to posit

a "group mind" or other special instinct. MWhy put forward
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such fictions, Freud asked, when what is known about the
individual can be used to explain the behavior of crowds?
All the observable signs——the impulsiveness and irritablity
of the crowd, its immaturity and intolerance, its dream of
omnipotence and tendency to exaggerate, the lack of critvical
pexrspective—-—all are observable in individuals, as well,

And while these traits may be typical of children and
savages, rather than civilized adults, within every adult is
the incompletely repressed child, a remnant of pre-civilized
man. Crowd behavior is not some mysterious spirit butb
simply the eruption of the instincts that are normally
quieted by individuals in everyday life (9-11). What needs
to be exzplained, Freud thought, is how this eruption in
individuals helps hold a group together, rather than
splitting it apart.

To explain the group character of crowd psychology
Freud focused on the relation between the leader and the
led. While he agreed with LeBon and others that the crowd’s
urge to violence and its freeing of impulse were a return to
a primitive instinct, the primitive’s instincts led in
several directions at once. In addition to the desire to
throw off restraints there was also, he noted, a deep desire
to obey, to merge the self into the group and achieve an
erotic union with the world again. Freud called this
instinect eros. It was eros that held the group together,

either the loving relation each individual established with
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the leader or that relationship sublimated into ties of
mutual feeling among the members of the group, or what is
commonly called comraderie. What appears to be a group
spirit or inshinct is actually the individual relatvion each
member establishes with the leader or his substitute——an
idea, a cause--when that relation happens to coincide with
the one established by other members of the group. "Crowd
psychology" is thus the more or less satistical convergence
of these individual ties between the leaders and the led, a
bond resulting from erxos, the drive for erotic union (Freud
22-24; Rieff 253-54).

This brief summary leaves out many of Freud’s insights
into group behavior. But for present purposes the point has
been made: instead of rxelying on the individual as a
metaphor for the collective mind of the crowd, Freud denied
the existence of any fundamentally new condition and
explained crowd behavior by litexral reference to individual
psychology. Faced with the behavior of the crowd, he did
not collapse back into comforting notions of the collective
as a "single being," but instead tried to push the logic of
his individual psychology into other realms entirely--
history and politics. In doing so he anticipated the rise
of totalitarian movements, the psychology of which
powerfully resembled his ahalysis. But he also came close
to denying the reality of history and politics. In Freud’s

treatment, the surge of crowd behavior through Europe from
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