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The Nature of History

Everyone thinks about the past. The habit is a human induLgdelI:;z.
In faZt the reasons an individual contemplat%es the Iioa;czllreci rjosjt};'
ne, i in hi i tter of genea
e, interest in history 1s a ma ne _ ty
Z]goz?:n;heir own family; to others, a matter oftcflv1c:1 %Eéleino; I;aei::oc;
i it i tter of interest stimula
tism. For yet others, it is a matte Stim 2 person
perience o
ct of the past by film, fiction, or some . Pe
;;;:ptiose courses in history, taken by ch01‘ce or 1?y comp}lllilssgoogcz
school. can claim some responsibility for Stlémll]l?ting a:for S
i ’ hey did not dull interest,
terest. Let us hope at least that t -
11; Zrnatural form of thought for modern man. As such, it coafnc:gfi
burden or an inspiration, a curse or a ble(sisu'ltg, 1:;.‘ 50111)1;?1 of confl
ion. History lends itself to |
dence or a source of confusion . and
i j ttention for those men
. The past is also the obJec{.: of a : !
:vlz;;?:n who Eall themselves historlar_xs, people who de%zﬁte th;il}ll'olly;':s
fessional lives to a serious study of 1tts irlllanydf;c;?:.thate;ewm olars
: . X an
lieve their labor is as important as truth :
S’falndard for others in their treatment of historical knowledge.

History as a Form of Knowledge

The essence of history lies in present though}i;' alb;ouft }?azzici:;allrt :,21;15:
] the first to think of histor :
in the past. The Hebrews were : e o yrical time 85
i i t is, as moving from begi gt
linear rather than cyclical (that is, 8 %o
ing 1 We normally, however, ¢
ther than as repeating itself). /, ho ;
:zii;it Greeks, despite their cyclical concept, Wlth 1nventting 11;:?12
study of histor;f. In a sense, historians today still work under

1
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timeless shadow of Herodotus and Thucydides, those two Greek
writers who gave birth to history as a literary form. It has survived
as a subject of commanding importance to this day, although it had
to endure inhospitable medieval centuries before emerging in its
modern form.

What do these two founders have to do with the study of commu-
nication history today? The answer is: quite a bit. Herodotus, "the
Father of History," opened The Persian Wars by explaining that he
was publishing his "researches...in the hope of...preserving from
decay the remembrance of what men have done.. "l Few historians
have written better or told a better story or conveyed more of a sense
of humanity than he. Herodotus, curious about the Persians as well
as the Greeks, conducted a careful inquiry into the people and cul-
tures involved in the famous war of which he wrote. Although he in-
tended his history to be humanistic rather than mythical or theistic,
his interest in cultures led him to include myths and tales in his
writing when he believed them to be part of the whole culture he was
describing. His subject, however, was the deeds of men. Thucy-
dides, on the other hand, seems even more modern. He turned to
man's records for his classic study, The Peloponnesian War. As he
tells us early in that masterpiece, he measured the accuracy of his
evidence against the "most severe and detailed tests possible."2 Both
men sought to produce an account of a singular event worthy, they
thought, of contemplation then and in the future.

These two ancient historians provide many clues regarding the
nature of history. From its inception in their hands, history has
been neither theistic nor mythological. Although religion has been a
central idea in the works of many Western historians, history has
been primarily a humanistic stud » an exploration into what people
have done. It is a form of inquiry into the past that asks questions
about the things people have done and elicits answers based on evi-
dence. In that process there is a story to be told and truth to be found.
Most of all, Herodotus and Thucydides alert us to the fact that when

‘historians deal with the study of the past, they assume that it pos-

sesses certain characteristics. What are these characteristics? That
short question can produce a long answer. Nevertheless, it is possi-
ble to offer a brief response to it, however tentative it might be, by
suggesting that historical study contains at least three elements: (a)
evidence, (b) interpretation, and (c) narrative. Let us consider each
—_—Ts

Herodotus, The Persian Wars, trans. George Rawlinson (New York:
Random House, The Modern Library, 19492), 3.

2Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, trans. R. Crawley (New York:
Random House, The Modern Library, 1934), 14.
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for a moment.

. First, take the matter ofcévidence)Since the time of Herodotus
eYldence has been the basis for history. Without it one does not have,
h1sfcory. Beyond that, it should be appreciated that when modern his-
torians speak of evidence they have a certain kind of evidence in
mxpd. This evidence, collectively called "the record,” can be de-
scrlbed first as a record of reality. It is an aCcounT‘,*BT"?f:/hat real peo-
ple in the past did or failed to do. Thus history is restricted to the
s.tudy of the human past and accordingly is viewed as an investiga-
tion apart from the natural past, the mythological past, or the theistic
past. Beyond that, the evidence historians use is that which has been

§cre§ned and tesifed to assure as much accuracy as possible. A major
po?tmn of the historian's effort must be devoted to proper use of
evidence. -

Regarding the matter ofjfnter%it stands to reason that
references to history as the reconstructioiof the past actually refer to

reconstruction as an interpretive act. When the historian recon-
strupts something from the past, think of the material that is never
available for the process. How much of the past has been lost forever?
How little we know even about great events, figures, and move'-
ments that occurred in times past! ’ '

Ask yourself, how much do we actually know about many of the
famous publicists of the last several centuries, and how much of that
does the record prove beyond doubt? Complete sources providing an-
swers to all one might wish to know about some past figure or event
are seldom, if ever, available. Sometimes governments, institu-
tions, or individuals place restrictions on records. In (’)ther in-
stances, the desired record may never have been made in the first
plac.e. Consequently, historians cannot find all the source infor-
mation they might wish to know about human motive and opinion
and many other things. Sometimes historical records have been lost
or destroyed. Communication historians encounter this problem
frequently. Records needed for their studies may have been too
bulky or too expensive to keep. , '

The problem of incomplete records hinders even probes into the
recent past. In his book So It Was True: The American Protestant -
Pr‘ess and the Nazi Persecution of the Jews, a study for which one
might suppose a full record of publications would exist, Robert W.
Ross warns that this was not the case. "All of the periodicals were
not. available for all of the years between 1933 and 1945 " he ex-
plams.. “Some published in 1933 became victims of the G,reat De-
pression and either went out of business or merged with other
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existing periodicals."® On the other hand, think of the amount of
published material that he had to distill in order to write that book.
Consider the vastness of the limited, or even small, piece of the
total past that remains in the historical Tecord a5'it 18 Teft, Tollected,
“and passed from generation to generation. One cannot know it all
equally; nor can one make it all a part of historical explanation.
Historiallj_gglggj‘“inﬁgx;mgtjmqg from the record to include in their
stadies. Communication historians, because of the extent of records
they use, face problems of selection all the time. Consequently, one
only has to reflect upon how historians make conscious decisions
about the use of evidence to understand that problems of its ayvail-.

ahility..and-selectivityguarantee the interpretive nature of their

Tnquiries.

) Anyone who has tried to write a serious account of some past oc-
currence can appreciate the interpretive nature of history. One can
understand that the writing of history involves constant decisions
about finding meaning in the record of the past and explaining that
significant part of the total, available record to an audience. The
"facts" of history have explanations attached to them. Take
President Woodrow Wilson's first presidential press conference as
an example. He held it on March 15, 1913, just eleven days after his
inauguration. The simple fact of that conference tells us little. His-
‘torians ask and answer a number of questions about such "“facts"
before employing them as part of their explanations. In this case
they might ask: How and why did this meeting originate? Was it
intended to serve the interest of the president, the press, or the public?
What did it accomplish? Was it a success or failure? How does it fit
into larger historical themes such as the nature of the relationship
between the presidents, or the presidency, and the press? As one ob-
serves historians such as James E. Pollard and George Juergens
address these questions in their inquiries, it becomes clear that the
simple "facts" of history, in this case that of the first regularly in-
stituted presidential press conference, do not stand alone. They are
loaded with explanation.

Thus fact and interpretation, however scrupulous and honest
the historian may be in the search for the truth, go together. The
early twentieth-century British journalist C.P. Scott used to say,
"Comment is free, but facts are sacred."* Whether or not one agrees

3Robert W. Ross, So It Was True: The American Protestant Press and the
Nazi Persecution of the Jews (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1980), 305.

4Quoted in Sir Linton Andrews and H.A. Taylor, Lords and Laborers of
the Press: Men Who Fashioned the Modern British Newspaper (Carbondale:
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into their accounts, and finally offer a general interpretation by
way of shaping an overall understanding of the subject.
Finally there is the element oﬂfharrafimto consider. By

Al

speaking of the narfative element in hiétory,.one Is not referring to

erting_ of history. Since the time of Herodotus, who was a master of
narration thg ele ‘story" and itg telling have been an inte-
gral part o istory. They remain central to historical writing toda

and help to give history a distinguishable form. As G.R. Elton onZ
of .thfe most influential of contemporary historians, r.eminds’ us,

and structure. Before undertaking serious historical inquiry, stu-

dents of communication history should understand the reasons for

the varied placement of history in a university curriculum as wel]
as the_quahtles that characterize historical study. Accordingly, let
us review a few fundamental considerations. é
Most American colleges base their curriculum on fields of
knowledge known as disciplines; each has its own type of informa-

pa.rt.ment§ for purposes of teaching, scholarship, research and ad-
mmlstratlo_n. Beyond that, disciplines are grouped togef,;her into
larger subject fields or divisions. These aggregate subject fields
normally are designated the humanities, the social sciences, the

Southern Minois University Press, 1970), 13.

5G.R.Elt it torys Dot _
Books, 1970), 1(;2’. Political History: Principles and Practice (New York: Basic
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arts, the physical sciences, the biological sciences, and the profes-
sional programs. There is usually a methodological similarity
among the disciplines in each division, but that is not always the
case. Some disciplines pose no difficulties regarding where they fit
into the larger aggregate groups. Political science, for instance,
readily can be designated a social science. History, however, defies
such clear classification, as does communication.

The difficulty regarding the placement of history is twofold.
First, it involves not only those courses traditionally classified as
"history"” but also various types of other courses that are difficult to
place because of problems of staff, program continuity, and some-
times competition between departments. Communication history is
an example of the latter type of course. Should it be/placed in a his-
tory or communication department,’and how should it be taught?
Second, what is the proper classification of history itself? Does it be-
long among the humanities or the social sciences? In order for stu-
dents to understand the nature of the content and method of a course
like communication history, they need answers to these questions.

Should a course in communication history be taught in a his-
tory or communication department, and how should it be taught?
The answer to the first part of that question is simple. It can be
placed in either department; it might even be cross-listed as a course
for which one might receive credit in either department. The im-
portant thing is not where it resides as a course but how it is per-
ceived and taught. If it is called history, one might reason, then it
should be taught as history, though some exceptions to that rule exist.
Remember, scholars other than historians deal with the past, but
only historians deal with the past as history. Political scientists, for
instance, who are studying presidential elections, might extend
their investigations to past presidential elections, a topic that inter-
ests historians too. When studying such material, political scien-
tists proceed in their own way. They use their own methods, and
their work is judged by the accepted standards of political science.
Their work is significant and stands on its own merits as political

science. It is not history, nor is it judged as history. So it is with the
field oﬂ"(:“dr'h'ih\fiﬁ‘i"&éi‘tiﬁ‘ﬁ; Many aspects of the work of scholars in

“that field Tead them to make probes into the past. Valuable as that
work may be, one should realize that it j@itl_h_i_gtory if it fails to
manifest the distinguishing characteristics of history. If not, then

““another name should be found for it, for names convey substantive
meaning.

There are other considerations that underscore the need to
classify communication history as part of history. Its subject con-
tent is so integrated into the context of modern society that it is im-
possible to isolate one from the other. Mass ‘communication,
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Journalis.m, .the press, and such other topics that are a part of
communication cannot be separated from the broader 2 i i?
Wlthout'bec._oming at best narrow and at worst trivial Irfgledy
gtommunication history engages the larger history of the .ast a(ia:eso’

.16 PASt at so

%%};%1;: %c_k%%gbl:LjStory.dInl the first volume of The Information Process
W. Desmond claimed that "the history of the i is &
: . press itself is
gilc'lt olt; ;32 3201a£hlstory of mankind in his search for informatioﬁ
rstanding.” Desmond's purpose in ili i
comprehensive survey of world news " e
' : , was to "repair...[an] omission
E;s?;: ssézlﬁ'hlstory of man, and to establish its relation to political
ol Zf . is pur%aoie was as suggestive as it was laudatory, for the
W people have communicated by the variou i
\ . s vehicles of
m.i}sls mzdla t}}rou.gho.ut time cannot be removed from histo:y
;\;13 }cl)u;: amaging its .mtegrity. But for communication history to
¢ Bl ; potential as history it should have the hallmarks of history
e Zbooret pr}cl)cegedmgd farther, several qualifications should be'
ut whatever designation we choose for a subj
out . : t such as
communication history. First, to some exte stimet
: uni tory. , t the distincti d
1s artificial. Sometimes it is sim . i oar.
: ply the result of the academi
riculum design. Subjects have to fi %68 are
m . 1t somewhere; compromi
made in the process. Second, sinc : o6 and socia]
: . , e all of the humanities and soci
sciences are worthy studies and all fre o e
: tly borrow fi
contribute to the others, it litt] Srastit T,
. , e behooves practitioners of one £
: ield t
;régulgtehm scofﬁng and derogatory comments about areas of stud;
me:;’ an their own. Human nature being what it is, such com-
men ds :r: :;);pm{)n egpughl, but they only impair the effort to under-
a. icular discipline. In a sense, ever j iscipli
: , y major discipl
;‘a}llne Stilgﬁ{ 10? mipy ot};er closely associated ones as auxiliary ﬁ%ll;se
-ese qualincations should be kept in mind as one att is-
tlngl;ISh bletween the various disciplines. Fmpts fo dis-
-Now let us return to the matter of the itioni
. " ne positioning of history.
fg;'?;ll}?l;l;be .;:fms%de];ed as part of the humanities? It cg;n belifot%};
anities is broadly defined. If it is used i '
study of mankind in its many dj ensi hen hictor oo oe the
anl y dimensions, then histo i
as a humanities. Moreover, since hi ntai RA iy
: . , e history contains a defini i
tic element and since it deals wi ot
! : s with some of the great statem
ﬁz(;s;i §tgch1§vimfen}fs, it can always qualify on those gTourlde;1 gss O:
anities. But if the definition of humanities i
only an srganas ine def 11ties 1s narrowed to mean
. y of great achievemeénts in literat
philosophy, and perhaps the fine arts, then history fits less v:rl(:l?’

SRobert W. Desmond, Th ]
w. » The Information Process: World News R 1
To the Twentieth Century (Towa City: University of Iowa Press, ILS;S) e;é’;tmg

many points that it would appear artificial to classify it as anything
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Although the works of historians such as Herodotus, Macaulay,
Trevelyan, and Parkman are themselves considered great literary
achievements, the study of history usually encompasses more than a
consideration of only such masterpieces. It pushes out into a vast
area of people's actions in social, economic, cultural, and political
realms. Nevertheless, the relationship between history and what

_might be called the pure humanities is close and compatible.

Ts there a similar compatible relationship between history and
the social sciences (more recently the behavioral sciences)? They
share a number of common interests. Both historians and social
scientists study the past, or, more precisely, they study things in the
past. They both deal with analysis, explanation, and generaliza-
tion. Both employ method in their work, aim for precision, and are
concerned with the verification of conclusions reached. To be sure,
they tend to go about these tasks in different ways, and the tasks
themselves do not necessarily mean the same thing to the one group
as to the other. By methodology, for instance, historians usually
have something quite different in mind than the social scientist.
Consequently, distinctions between them can be blurred. To make
matters more confusing, some historians think of themselves as
social scientists, particularly, but by no means exclusively, those
interested in social history. On the other hand, many social scien-
tists think of themselves as behavioralists. Social scientists, how-
ever, do not compose a monolithic group. Some of their scholarly
interests are more traditional than they are behavioralist. The var-
jous disciplines of the social sciences continue to define and rede-
fine themselves. So does history.

What then are the differences? In answering that question one
must keep in mind the variety of interest found among social sci-
entists and the diversity of the definitions of their individual disci-
plines. It is, consequently, only fair to speak of tendencies in much
of their work and how they differ from those found among histori-
ans -- who are by no means of one mind regarding the nature of
history. Social scientists, for instance, tend to think of themselves
as scientists. The tendency is most pronounced among
behavioralists.

Do historians think of history as a science? The question is, of
course, an old one that carries one back to nineteenth-century de-
bates about the nature of history. It is correct enough to think of his-
tory as a science if science is loosely construed to mean a rational
investigation in which generalizations will be advanced based on
evidence, and if it is thought of as a study that is concerned with es-
tablishing truth. The scientist, however, can experiment in the
laboratory and subject the experiment to a type of verification im-
possible for historians to use. The scientist seeks laws; the historian
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hopes to generalize, and the generalizations aré usually qualified.
The scientist can measure, but measurement is not always within
the province of the historian. Can the historian measure the impact
that a war, revolution, or an idea made upon the mind of someone OT
some group of people who lived in times past? The scientist deals
with prediction, but history is not predictive in nature. Historians do
not claim that their study of the past allows them to predict the future.
They study what people have done, thus helping one to understand
what people can do, but they do not predict what people will do. A sci-
entist can observe data objectively. Historians are objective too, but
they are also frequently subjective. Historians become involved in
the past as they endeavor to understand the mood of a time ot the na-
ture of someone's personality or many other intangibles of the past.
The material of history, concerned about things such as cultural
forces, social contexts, and human beings of the past, is simply dif-
ferent from that of the scientist. It yields a different type of under-
standing than that which the scientist seeks. So historians differ
from scientists -- and also from social scientists to the degree that
the latter tend to think of themselves as scientists.
In fact, differences between social scientists and Thistorians are
numerous. Consider the following statement made in explanation
of the study of political behavior by the political scientist David Eas-
ton. "There are,” he contended, "discoverable uniformities in po-
litical behavior. These can be expressed in generalizations or the-
ories with explanatory and predictive value."” Such a study of po-
litical behavior, indeed, would be scientific, but it would have little
to do with an historical inquiry. Easton, of course, did not speak for
all political scientists, just as the present writers do not express the
opinion of all historians. But the thrust of Easton's comment does
underscore & definite difference that exists. There are others. As
contrasted to historians, social scientists tend to be more interested
in constructing models, in factor analysis, in establishing regu-
larities they perceive present in their data, in linking together
theory and research, and in using the past to substantiate theories
offered in explanation.of social concepts. Historians, on the other
hand, study particular things in the past, and, more than social sci-
entists, place greater stress on original sources and on narrative in
their studies; and unlike social scientists, they accept intuitive in-
sight as a viable clement in their inquiry.
Any consideration of how history relates to the humanities and
social sciences and where it should be positioned is useful. 1t helps to

TDavid Easton, A Framework for Political Analysis (Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice Hall, Inc,, 1965), 7.
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Zh?rpen one s.understanding of the nature of history and helps to
e 1r}1ﬁ wh.at hl_story can and cannot do. The novice tackling a seri-
z(l)ls Bsto;lcal investigation for the first time would be well advised
an;e;t I—?isiw of the bettfar known s!:atements on the subject by histori-
i . g ory is sometimes pgrcelved as in part one of the humani-
ies and in part one of the social sciences since it contains el
of both art and science. ° elements
But is such a hybrid definition correct? Both sci
were kpoyvn wh'en Herodotus and Thucydides wrote ;:;i?‘:;i’ ’?}?(?uali
of thelr‘ investigations as unique studies. As we’ have previougsl
seen, history has a number of distinguishing characteristics They
are all clues tg its separate identity. The renowned English.histozi
Eiirgoiﬁl." Cié)llflglgvséogd once (ﬁcplained that the "prime duty of the
i : und in "a willingness to i i i
dlscoverlng vyhat actually happeiréd."g‘ Thk;eii(;;tlzfﬁ ?ﬁ:ﬁ g{asl;iein
Lse so(;ne: paﬁ”tlcular thing of the past. History, it should be remem)j
b }f(e)z li,vlesdti ne ti:;li}; S(lf lg}lfLma{l deedsalt is about real human beings
: t, their lives an sayings, succes -
filés}llments, and their sufferings and failurges. It is :lesso a;i;? c;:;-
th;lmars?;lints andhmovements and the change that occurs within
mark.s oneeig(iecét tsrcsgtziiydoft;lu;nﬁntexperience has these hall-
arks, ude that historical isti
guished from other investigations of the past. It igidgecsr?dgfstdlsgm-
an autonomous approach to the past. e
Carefil{)v:lizeiothg scholar views ?he various disciplines, one must be
carefu adopt a perspective that is artificially limited. The
w adopted recently among some communication scholars and i
gjrallduate communication training, that the research methods of 'slorf
(t:;i; atnddbehavmral sc?enges are the only truly legitimate ones for
Inuc}sl uoge 05‘ clogxmumcatlon questions, is shortsighted and holds
: t}}: ntial danger. All research methods have some value, and
only the scholar of narrow perspective would argue that only };is or

8Among the better books j

h : on the subject are the following: G. Ki

8105;:‘11:{ ThedCl_r;tzcal Historian (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 19%(;7)_'1)12:15‘;2

o I{, Oarrli 17 :ézn?v[ I;Ia.ldStrogngerg, The Heritage and Challenge o;” Histor;z
J : , and Company, 1971); G. R. Elton, Th 1

History (New York: Thomas Y. C ’ e
' : . Crowell Company, 1967); H. S

History As Art and As Science (New Y % Rt Sy

: ork: Harper and Row, Publi
Arthur Marwick, The Nature of Hi e D,
, story (London: Macmill d
1970); and Pardon E. Tillingh 3 an and O, e
; . ghast, The Specious Past: Histori
(Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company 113702?‘“13 and Others

9R.G. Collingwood, The Idea .
. , of History (London: C ;
reprinted, London: Oxford University Press?I1956) (;151 tarendon Press, 1946
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her method is correct. Communication researchers, including his-
torians, must be familiar with all methods that can help shed light
on problems and answer questions. Wl_m,emod_has a
number of advantages. First, it can be used, unlike particular so-
cial and behavioral science methods, to study a wide range of prqb-
lems covering many aspects of the human condition. Second, while
soft-science methods generally are limited to an examination of
situations that presently exist, the historical method provides the
only adequate way to study topics from the past. Third, while sogial
and behavioral sciences tend to view the human mind as being
mechanistic, the historical method assumes a freedom of thinking
apart from the biological mechanics of the brain to accouni.: for 'the
diversity of human thought and action. Fourth, the historical
method can and should make use of all other methods when they
will help study the problem at hand, including the techniques used
in behavioral and social sciences. ‘

But the fact that the historical method is so versatile should not
mislead the historian into thinking it is easier to master than are
other methods. If anything, the opposite is true. Historical method
requires more rigorous thinking than any other. While the com-
munication researcher working, for example, with opinion surveys
may use. established methods to draw a random sample or to deter-
mine margins of error, the historian frequently must make soupd
judgments without such formalized mathematical equations. His-
torical research, therefore, requires the development of a highly
critical mind that must be able to evaluate a wide range of material,
subject it to intense scrutiny without the aid of formulae, and arrive
at thoughtful conclusions.

The Purpose of History

Without exaggeration, ome can say that people have found purpose in

- history since the Greeks invented it. For the Romans it was an in-
spiration for their imperial confidence and- vision. Medieval
monks and scholars produced various works that kept alive the tra-
dition. And, even if they bent it to their own purposes, who can doubt
that it offered the society of their day an historical vision. Following
the Middle Ages, history grew in prominence as a form of knowl-
edge until the nineteenth century when it entered its golden age.
Whether written as a national epic, biography, science, or a revela-
tion of historical destiny, its purpose was not questioned. It was
central to the age. Never before or since has it enjoyed such position.
The literature of that century is crowded with the great works writ-
ten by historians across the Western world.

12 HISTORICAL METHODS

In the twentieth century people continue to pursue history as a
subject worthy of serious investigation. They do so for different
reasons. In the United States, for instance, early twentieth-century
Progressive historians used history to underscore the progress of
enlightened democracy that was so important to their hopes of re-
forming contemporary society. More recently, "new left" histori-
ans have attempted to radicalize history and make it an instrument
of social transformation. The Marxist historian Herbert Aptheker
claims that history must serve the needs either of the oppressed or the
oppressors. To that comment, the well-known Lincoln scholar
Richard Current recently responded: "Though that may be good
Marxism, it may also represent the fallacy of the excluded middle.
Surely there are historians who try, not wholly in vain, to write and
teach for the sake of neither oppressors nor oppressed but for the sake
of historical truth."® He provides an important clue with that com-
ment, for most American historians are neither new leftist nor
Marxist nor devotees of any special school of history. Most simply
pursue their studies hoping to produce a significant, convincing,
honest, authentic, and engaging product.

If in the twentieth century, with many new competitors in the
field, history has failed to retain its nineteenth-century position, it
surely has held its vitality. It remains today a major form of
knowledge pursued both as a popular and professional study. It con-
tinues, moreover, to enjoy a flourishing existence in schools and
colleges and constitutes a significant genre of writing. Yet, it is
still possible and profitable to inquire into its purpose. Like all sub-
jects and forms of investigation, history has its detractors as well as
its supporters. Moreover, in a culture such as ours in which present-
mindedness, practicality, vocationalism, and materialism are so
pronounced, the questions sometimes raised about the value of his-
torical study fail to surprise one. Such questions find their logical
answers in an understanding of the purpose of the study.

What is it, then, that historians hope to do when they make their
inquiries into the past? The first part of the answer to that question is
simple. They hope to explain particular things of the past with full-
ness and truth. In studying those distinctive things, which might be
ealled historical problems, they seek to produce a rational recon-
struction of the particular object of investigation from the inside out.
They hope to capture and relate the thought and feeling of a time past
as they are associated with the problem under consideration. The
meaning sought cannot be imposed from without. Such study,

10Richard N. Current, "Fiction as History: A Review Essay,” The Journal
of Southern History 52 (February 1986): 87.
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therefore, can subordinate itself neither to religious or anti-
religious passion, nor to political or social ideology, nor to de-

terministic theories, nor to the social scientist's "models,” and still

be history. History investigates things that have happened and
seeks to comprehend them in their fullness of meaning. In that
manner it hopes to be informative about human behavior, about how
people have related to one another, and about how they have
‘nteracted with the conditions of their time.

Indeed, it is possible to perceive a number of purposes in a study
of particular things of the past pursued from the inside out. Within
the context of the problem under investigation, it affords the opportu-
nity to produce wholeness and to be informed about the nature of
man and historical truth. The purpose of history is neither to justify
an action of the past nor to offer facile judgments about the past nor to
suggest careless analogies between past and present. It is rather to
provide reasonable explanation for the complexity of evidence for
some part of the past. As such, its purpose involves the painstaking
willingness to search for the truth of a past situation and, by doing
so, to set a standard of excellence in comprehending the subject of
the inquiry.

By their separate inquiries, historians contribute to the authen-
tic record of human experience. But is that record worth the effort?
What use does it have for society? Consider the proposition that his-
tory has purpose from a slightly different angle than that found in
the previous discussion. Most historians believe that their discipline
provides information important for identity and background. It
helps us to know ourselves both individually and collectively, and it
provides knowledge valuable in helping us to understand the world
as we find it. '

By way of example, consider a few events much studied by his-
torians. The revolution that began on the field of battle in 1775 gave
birth to our American republic. No one expects our country to
experience another revolution of that sort. Since it probably will not
recur, should it be studied? Can Americans living more than 200
years after the event be informed about themselves as a nation by
studying this event? Or, consider the Soviet Union today. Given
birth by the Bolshevik revolution of 1917, it is in fact the product of a
revolutionary movement whose roots reached far back in Russian
history. By studying that movement and the upheaval of 1917, are
there significant things to learn about the Soviets today? In the 1930s
the Nazi movement surfaced to disrupt Western society and to

occasion one of history's bloodiest wars. No one expects a Nazi
revolution to happen again in Germany or elsewhere, though it is
always possible that it might. Should that terrible historical event be

studied? Everyone hopes for international peace. Is there any profit
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to derlye from studying the causes of previous wars or the succe

and failure of peace settlements? They will never occur again n
exgct?y the same way they did in the past. Or, take the %ase lc?f
Britain, the first country to industrialize in the n,'xodern world. Can
we beneﬁt from a knowledge of what the results of that indus:trial-
1zat10n.were and what policy measures were made in an effort to
cope with the problems inherent in the new industrialized order?
One could ask hundreds of questions of this type, and their answer.
:urely sgfg)lgest that‘ history has a purpose for anyor’le who hopes to be asl
sii?eotr;s'l e and informed person, particularly in a democratic

. The purpose of history involves the signific i

larlty gf the object studied. Its signiﬁcancegrllies ?gcshgn}fisli);igalx;l}-
conv1.ct10.n that something selected from the past for study has alf
ongoing importance. Its particularity stems from the idea that it in-

g )

History and Communication History

Scholars involve themselves in historical investigation for man
reasons. Sc?me seek to close gaps in some important segment of thy
%:rc;lstmg hlstox"ica'l record. Others aspire to advance a new ideae
: et?e; the aim is to supplement or to supplant previous historical
nowledge, thgy know that they will produce no final answers, for
none exist in historical study. The object of the historian's quest ;s to
provide an -honest understanding of something in the past based on
the best evidence available. The past, of course, is a vast domain; no
Z;lehcan know it' all. Serious-minded specialists, each moved by’his
past?(') :}xx&yl.)artlcular interest, select what amounts to slices of the
-’ _The great variety of history now become
c%ahs‘.cs f:hoose to work within the frameworkS oz}pgr? r:;ib?ios?:dspe_
riod limited by time and place. One might, for instance, be drawnpf )
a study of nineteenth-century America or to twentieth,-centu E ;
rope. Others are drawn to national history or to area studies; al;lyd 21-:
others to special topics such as reform or industrialization’ Bio ya—
phy 'attracts?, some; social groups, others. Some incline tovx;ard gelv;o
nomic studies; others, toward political, diplomatic, religious o;
military ones. 'There are viable historical dimensi:)ns to pra’cti-
cally every major contemporary entity or institution, and they too
gttract the historian's attention. All historians p’ursue s e 1
interests of some sort in the past. e

Communication history, with its particular focus on mass
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communication, is one such specialized study. Nevertheless, the
more one inquires into its nature, the more it can be understood as a
part of the mainstream of history. In a sense, it is more general than
communication studies, which mostly deal with current problems
and tend to employ the methodology of the social and behavioral sci-
ences. Communication history can be broadly defined as part of
history because its subject matter is integrated into the general cur-
rents of history and, as we explained earlier, cannot, with integrity
to its subject, be separated from it. Communication history has a
natural position in general history and can be considered a part of
it.

It is a vast area of study that can accommodate numerous
interests. For instance, within its scope fall a great variety of sub-
jects related to the news media in the past. Communication histori-
ans are concerned with these media in terms of their content and
audience and the various forms they have taken. They are inter-
ested also in the development, control, and effects of those media as
well as with the people who have influenced their existence. The
formation of opinion interests communication historians as well as
the circulation and influence that opinion has had in society.

It is, in fact, difficult to place boundaries on communication
history. Its study is an invitation to investigate not only the media
in the past but also subjects such as publicity, propaganda, public
opinion, censorship, and civil liberties. Communication historians
are interested also in opinion-policy relationships. Their studies,
consequently, deal with many aspects of how people communicated
and how communications interacted with society in the past.
Therefore, their inquiries have little validity if they concentrate
solely on communication media.

Communication history is the pursuit of a certain dimension of
the past. It examines something that happened in the past and cannot
be understood if separated from the context in which it occurred.
Historians interested in this variety of history must inform them-
selves about 'historical time"; they have to acquire a sense of the
particular time in the past associated with their inquiry. They must
acquire knowledge of the personalities, events, and forces that in-
fluenced not only the object of their investigation but also those that
influenced the particular time in which it existed. Can one under-
stand figures such as William Cobbett, William Lloyd Garrison,
James Gordon Bennett, Edward R. Murrow, or Frank Capra without
knowledge of the times in which they lived? The more one appreci-
ates the many dimensions of communication history and the way
they connected to so many aspects of the past, the more it becomes
clear that communication history has a place in the mainstream of
social, economic, cultural, and political history.
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Some scholars have recognized this claim for many years. The
American historian James Ford Rhodes once wrote: "The story of
the secession movement of November and December, 1860, cannot be
told with correctness and life without frequent references to the
Charleston Mercury and the Charleston Courier. The Mercury
especially was an index of opinion and so vivid in its daily chroni-
cle of events that the historian is able to put himself in the place of
those ardent South Carolinians and understand their point of
view."11 How many other occurrences of the past can be vivified
and given meaning by use of the media as record?

Let us consider just one additional example. It is perhaps the
most famous case of its kind, and it demonstrates that to construct
the historical record without including a place for the media would
grossly distort the record. The case deals with the Spanish-Ameri-
can War. In explaining that war, historians place a special empha-
sis on the role newspaper sensationalism played in causing the
conflict. The newspaper war between Joseph Pulitzer and William
Randolph Hearst, they reason, helped to cause war between Spain
and the United States. Other interpretations of causation notwith-
standing, this contention has some merit. To understand it, how-
ever, one needs to know a good deal about the nature of the press and
the society at that time. Who and what forces were involved in the
sensational press? Was "yellow journalism" a thing of the moment
or had it been long in coming? Our questions cannot be limited to the
press alone, for the press exists in society. Accordingly, we must
know something about the public of that time. Why was it so recep-
tive to sensational journalism? Then, there is the factor of govern-
ment to consider. Did the influence of the sensational press reach
into the chambers of political power? If so, can that influence be doc-
umented? Once one has answered such questions, then alternate
explanations for the cause of the war can be sought and studied in
order to place the factor of the press in its proper perspective. To re-
move that factor from consideration, however, would damage the
history of the event under investigation.

Historians are interested in communication history for many
reasons. Just as the media today help the public to gain understand-
ing of current issues, so the media of the past enlighten historians
about past public problems. Today's media influence the public's
perception of the present world. So it was with the media in the past.
Media are a part of the past that cannot be removed from it. To some
degree, they have always reflected public whim, taste, and opinion,

UT ey Maynard Salmon, The Newspaper and the Historian (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1923), 471.
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and to some degree they have shaped public and individual percep-
tions and opinions about aspects of society too numerous to mention.
Have they been a mirror of society, a source of entertainment, a
branch of commerce, or a forum for news, opinion, and business?
Obviously they have been all of these things, though the mix varies
according to time, place, and circumstances. Mass media are es-
sential elements in modern political life. What modern revolu-
tionary movement has neglected them? Or, consider modern
democracy. Its history is bound up with the history of the media. In a
democratic society journalists have the responsibility to report and
interpret news and to watch authority from the perspective of the
governed. They exist as an irreplaceable unit in the public debate.
Consider how important the media were to the revolutionary men-
tality that emerged at some point before the start of the American
War for Independence. Think of the role the media played in every
great issue (expansion, slavery, reform, isolation, entrance into
wars, etc.) that has permeated this country's history. ‘

The record of the mass media, consequently, is one of the rich-
est of historical sources, and it deserves the serious attention of his-
torians. In order to study these media as parts of the past, historians
must acquire a workable knowledge of their characteristics at a
particular time in the past. How were they organized? What type of
influence did they have and why? Take the case of one medium, the
newspaper. Historians need to know much about a newspaper to un-
derstand it as an historical source. Who produced it and how and
why? What type of influence did it have and why? Was it known
equally for all of its contents? Were there restraints placed upon its

opinion, or did that opinion conform to some outside interest? There

are, of course, many other questions that can be asked about a news-
paper as an historical source or as an object of historical inquiry.

Such a medium -- and it is but one among those that attract the atten-
tion of communication historians -- must receive the same scrutiny

that historians devote to other historical sources and subjects.
Historians, however, are not the only group to have a special interest
in communication history. :

Journalists and other participants in the mass media have a
special interest in their professional predecessors. As the distin-
guished British journalist and writer Sir Linton Andrews con-
tended, there is much for one to learn from the career and lives of
key figures in journalism history, even those whose work falls
within recent generations. It is important, he said, to know "what
made them journalists? What qualities made them excel? What did
or do they see as the proper function of the press? Have they expanded
its influence? Have they made it more powerful for ensuring the
public good?" Once these questions can be answered, he explained,
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"the better equipped we shall be to face present challenges in the
world of communication."'? He might have added that one does not
have to read far into the history of the twentieth-century media to
discover that many of its successful practitioners have themselves
had a lively curiosity about their own predecessors.

It stands to reason that communication professionals them-
selves should have a natural curiosity about the development of that
which they are a part. As in any other craft or profession, it is valu-
able to have a knowledge of how things were done previously in the
field, or to have an awareness of problems that once existed (and
perhaps still exist) and how they were handled, or some grasp of past
successes and failures, or some understanding of how the forces
and features of modernization such as technology have influenced
its development. Principles and problems, potential and pitfall can
all be underscored by such knowledge. At the very least, knowledge
of what others have done before helps one to understand what it is
possible to do.

The appeal of communication history is obviously many sided
and well deserved. Like any other division of historical study, its
record goes back into time. In order to comprehend that record, in
part or in full, one must also understand the historical setting with
which it is associated. If the media have influenced society, they
surely have been influenced by society in return. The fact of inter-
action between media and society has to be one of the fundamentals
of communication history. There is, however, another fundamental
to grasp. If communication history is to reach its potential and ac-
quire the stature it deserves, it must reach the standards of excel-
lence of any serious historical investigation. In ensuing chapters
those standards will be discussed along with many practical mat-
ters. They all contribute to the construction of sound history. But
first, let us consider how previous historians approached the subject
of communication history.

12Andrews and Taylor, XX.
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Interpretation in History

I}ig_tory is more than the story of what happened in the.past. It is not
simply &n account of certain events occurring on certain dates and
of certain individuals doing certain things. Dates, names, and
places provide little more than the raw data for history. Anytime we
advance beyond such basic details, we soon realize that history well
researched and effectively told does more than provide chronologies
and lists. If we attempt to determine, for example, whether a
particular journalist or an event had an impact on American jour-
nalism or if we attempt to explain what that impact might have been
or the extent of the impact or its value, we immediately find that

history je-no’ 10“"5’9}:2‘;—1@121esizaternemof what happened. It has be-
< i - . _,:4..--"

come an attempt'to explaiitjyhat happened.

In that~process:ef“explaining, historians have not always
shared_the-same views. Oné i storian might approdch a subject
from a starting viewpoint that varies either in small or large degree
from that of another. Thus, in the nearly two centuries that Ameri-
can historians have been writing about their media's history, they
have given accounts that differ widely. One historian might con-
demn the party press for its partisanship, while another might
pTaise it for its contributions to the American political system. One
historian might rebuke the media for propaganda during World
War II, while another might salute them for contributing to Allied
chtory. Such differences can frustrate students who wish to have the
true” history of communication, but they actually provide one of the

most valuable features of historical study. Differing perspectives

among historians result_in pictures and .explanations. that are
multi-dimensional rather than flat, multi-colored rather than

e e e =T -
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monotone.
~HRe most valuable historical writing is always interpretive.
Every time a historian selects material or advances a generaliza-
tion based on that material, interpretation occurs. Every time one
attempts to explain causation or to probe into the nature of change,
orie interprets. Without interpretation, historical study remains su-
perficial, with no probing beneath the surface of facts to determine
why events occurred and why people acted as they did. With no at-
tempt to determine why, historical study provides mere chronology.
Too frequently, the study of history is approached with the attitude
that the past is a static story of facts, names, dates, and other details -
a study of "how things were" -- rather than a dynamic, changing
story. The truth is that the story of communication history is an
ever-changing one. One purpose of good history is to provide under-
_standing of change. That it does through interpretation. It is the
need for interpretation that accounts for the periodic rewriting of
‘various episodes in history. As the present views and perspectives
01 v_@r\n‘rn’ﬁnic/éj;jgp—v_ghéﬁgfé, so also do olir understanding and ex-
planations of communication history. The notion that history needs
o Tewriting is held only by those people who believe that the world
does not change or that historical study can determine the precise
truth. It cannot. :

Yet, interpretation should not be predetermined. The good his-
torian does not set vut-withratheory and marshal facts to fit the the-
ory. The best history is always a search for truth. As facts are gath-
ered to-find the truth, they may lead to a theory, but theory should
never be used ‘to determine facts. Interpretation arises implicitly
from the gathered facts. Spurious historians ask how they might se-
Teet and interpret facts to fit their theory. The result is, at best, di-
dactic history. It offers little benefit except to those historians who

have a particular view to propound. The historian should gather all - -

the relevant facts and then ask what conclusions may be drawn
from them.

Diff_ggiy_gw_“j_.r\lter_pretatiQz_l_s____of communication history have
arisen for three primary. reasons. The most important is that histo-

rians' atfitudes have been influenced by the conditions and beliefs

of the times in which they wrote. Successive generations of histori-
ans have tended to view the past in terms of the ideas of their own
time. Every generation believes that it knows more than the previ-
ous generation, that it has a more penetrating and accurate view
than the generation that preceded it. Every generation is influenced
by events and conditions of its own time. The existing conditions of
mass communication -- not to mention politics, social situations,
economics, and a multitude of other aspects of the surrounding cul-
ture -- have helped determine the ways historians have looked at the
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past. In effect, the way in which historians explain history reflects,
to some degree the culture of their own times. No historian is im-
mune to those conditions that shape his or her own day. At the same
time, historians within the same generation have brought to their
study different beliefs and assumptions. Therefore, historians
writing at the same time have taken the same body of material and
have come to differing conclusions about the past.

The second reason isithat new_material, new facts, from the

past is being discovered con\s‘t‘:’:i'ntlyL One would think that genera-
tions of study of the press in the American Revolution would have
exhausted the resources, but then an historian turns up letters in a
depository heretofore overlooked. Or a student of the penny press of
the 1830s discovers copies of a newspaper long forgotten. Or another
scholar examines radio program transcripts in a university
archives never before seen by historians. Or, as so often happens, a
historian thoroughly reads the files of a newspaper taken for
granted by others and provides a whole new insight into the paper
and its era. The new information makes possible a fuller insight
than has been possible before and sometimes provides a startling
new explanation that turns on head long-held assumptions.
/%) The third reason for new interpretations is the availability of
new research tools for examining the past. A rfiew generation of
scholars may be trained in new. techniqués of inquiry. In the 1970s,
for instance, many historians began to use quantitative methods in
their studies as well as computer technology as it became available.
They borrowed both methods and theories from social scientists and,
to some extent, from historians in other countries and applied them
where feasible in their investigations. As a result, historians today
have heightened awareness of methodological options of inquiry,
and their studies reflect that diversity.

Thus, the idea that history is a static account of dead details
from the past is made meaningless. Historians disprove that idea
in all they do. They not only use the skills of interpretation in con-
structing all the elements in their inquiries, but they are also aware
of the broader interpretations into which communication historians
can be grouped. Awareness of these schools of history is essential. It
helps historians to delineate the changing nature of their subject, to
grasp the reasons that'explain that change, and to respond to the
broad achievement of previous scholars according to the dictates of
their own judgment.

Based on their perspectives or interpretations, communication
historians may be grouped into several schools. By understanding

these schools, the student not only may recognize why historians -

present such diverse explanations of the past; he or she may draw
from the various schools those perspectives that seem best to explain
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history, apply them to one's own study, and thereby provide a fuller,
deeper explanation in one's work.

Generally speaking, interpretation of mass communication
history in the United States has gone through six broad stages: Na-
tionalist, Romantic, Developmental, Progressive, Consensus, and
Cultural. Although a handful of historians have written within
Marxist and other schools, historians in the first six have provided
by far the most extensive work.

The Nationalist School

The historians of the early nineteenth century, writing during an
era in which pride in American progress and achievements was
popular, took a nationalistic approach and explained the mass me-
dia, primarily newspapers, and journalists as influential and im-
portant patriotic figures who contributed to the progress of America
and her institutions. These Nationalist historians looked on the
history of America as the advancing revelation of the nation's
leadership role in mankind's improvement. To them, America was
the nation chosen to lead the world to the fulfillment of mankind's

_destiny: greater and greater freedom and liberty.

Influenced by the ideas of the Enlightenment, with its emphasis
on natural rights and progress and the people's role in determining
their government; these historians displayed a particular interest
in the subject of freedom of the press. Working within a framework
of the unfolding advance of mankind ‘and its social and govern-
mental institutions, they attempted to reveal the progress of freedom
of the press within an overall story of the developing liberty of
mankind and, in particular, of the American people. Most Nation-
alist historians wrote about freedom of the press in terms of the
political splits of early America, between colonists and British au-
thorities and between Patriots and Tories. Their attention centered
on the colonial and revolutionary periods, when Americans had
struggled to free themselves from oppressive British rule, and they
virtually ignored the early years of American independence. Ful-
fillment of human freedom, they believed (unlike many historians
in the twentieth century), had been accomplished with the separation
from England. The sides in the conflict over freedom were pictured
as those who advocated the natural rights of liberty and those who
supported authoritarian government.

Isaiah Thomas, America's first journalism historian, ex-
pressed the Nationalist interpretation of the struggle in classic En-
lightenment terms. Thomas had been a leading Patriot printer
during the Revolution. In History of Printing in America
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published in 1810, he explained that "the rulers in the colonies of
Virginia in the seventeenth century judged it best not to permit
public schools, nor to allow the use of the press and thus, by keeping
the people in ignorance, they thought to render them more obedient to
the laws, and to prevent them from libelling the government, and to
impede the growth of heresy, &c."! Like Thomas, most other Na-
tionalist historians viewed the history of the press in terms of
America's struggle for freedom and the advance of mankind
against repressive British authority. They identified the great
forces in that history as liberty, progress, and the American nation.

The Romantic School

While the Nationalist interpretation continued strong throughout
the nineteenth century, it was altered beginning in the 1830s by the
influence of Romanticism. Romantic historians shared their pre-
decessors' belief in the progress of mankind, in liberty as the ulti-
mate goal of history, and in America's special role in leading the
world to that goal. The press, they believed, was one of the institu-
tions of primary importance in mankind's advance, and they con-
sidered America as the high point in the development of civiliza-
tion. But they added a new flavor to history. Most Romantic histori-
ans were men of leisure who had spare time to pursue historical
study as an avocation, men of the professional classes, or journal-
ists who had an inclination toward historical study. Frequently,
they had known their subjects or had participated in the episodes
about which they wrote. Personal reminiscences therefore often
served as the basis for their histories.

While the Romantic historians usually were amateurs, many
attained a high degree of chronological accuracy and literary qual-
ity. The Romantic movement in the arts -- with its emphasis on pic-
torial descriptions and narrative, its fascination with the past, and
its accentuation of the role of great men in history -- greatly influ-
enced these historians. They thought of history as one of the literary
arts, and they mainly wrote narrative biographies in a romantic
style designed to appeal to larger audiences.

Romantic historians frequently told the history of the press
against the panorama of politics. Primarily from New England
and New York, they took as their predominant subject printers and
editors from those same regions and described them as men larger
than life who imprinted their newspapers with their own characters.

saiah Thomas, History of Printing in America (Worcester, Mass., 1810), 7.
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Since Romantic historians typically were gentlemen from socially
and politically elite families, they especially favored printers and
editors who respected established values and traditions. Tending to
be conservative in politics, they reacted negatively to the shift away
from the aristocrats' participation in government which had oc-
curred with Thomas Jefferson's and Andrew Jackson's elections to
the presidency. As a result, they tended to treat conservative printers
and editors (Federalists and Whigs) favorably, while blaming Jef-
fersonian Republicans and Jacksonian Democrats for the exclu-
sion of men of higher principles from public office and for their re-
placement by men who pandered to the desires of the mass public.
The Romantic interpretation was readily apparent in the work
of Joseph T. Buckingham. A journalist who, among other achieve-
ments, founded the Boston Courier, a pro-Whig newspaper, in 1824,
he had worked with many of the journalists about whom he wrote
and was intimately acquainted with many of the episodes. One of
the earliest histories of the American press, Buckingham's Speci-
mens of Newspaper Literature: With Personal Memoirs, Anecdotes,
and Reminiscences, published in 1850, combined narrative history

_with autobiography. Composed primarily of pleasant and anecdotal

descriptive biographies, it emphasized journalists whom Bucking-
ham had known and extracts from their papers, most of which were
in New England.

Romantic historians' predilection for respectability was typi-
fied by another major work of the mid-nineteenth century, James
Parton's Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin. Published in
1864, it provided one of the earliest biographies of an American
journalist. Sometimes called the father of American biography,
Parton drew a revealing contrast between Benjamin Franklin and
his older brother, James. He especially praised Ben's competence as
a businessman, editor, and owner of the Pennsylvania Gazette and
his success in making it the best newspaper in colonial America.
His achievement was based on his talent and respectability. But for
his brother James, Parton had few kind words, in contrast with most
twentieth-century historians, who have praised James for his de-
fense of freedom of the press against encroachments by the political
and religious establishments. Parton was a critic of radical demo-
cratic movements in American history and thus was not inclined to
agree with James' attitudes and practices. He criticized James'
New-England Courant for being the first American newspaper
based on sensationalism and roundly condemned it for its sarcasm
and ridicule of civil and religious authorities. By the time Parton's
biography appeared, however, a change was taking place in Ameri-
can journalism, and with it a change in historical interpretation.
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The Developmental School
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progress of the media en e ' ot decades ofthe
i y to working as an indep
nineteenth century. In addition \ as ¢ lependent in-
i i ted in combination wit e
terpretation, it also has opera o e oion
i i tly served as an underlymng '
interpretations and frequen ' Tying assumptitn
i i i Thus, Nationalist historians,
of historians in the other schools. , ans, Or
lopment of the press as an aspe ‘
example, thought of the deve . : : an aspect of the
i hile Progressive historians in
T e O e o as it developed as an instrument of re-
evaluated the press as it develope ' .
;s:r:lu?’n its purest form, however, the Developmental interpretation

has been based on the concept of the professional, journalistic -

‘ journalistic instru-
of the press. How the press became a jou ‘ . '
frfgievsvsas the pll)-imary concern of Developmental hlsiz‘otr;ans. ;ﬁ;l;:
1stori i t in terms of the pre ,
historians, they tended to view the pas : . ent,
gg}:e;he; attempted to explain and evaluate history by its contribu
i to present journalistic standards.
tlonsHloufson's JoJurnalism in the United States was the first sug:}eiy
history of American journalism written after thg appfetarancgdgd th:
5 1 ' in its interpretive basis it provi
ny press in the 1830s, and in its in : :

gle);rga?:h used by most later historians. Hudson hgd been m]ilnagmg
editor of the New York Herald, the newspaper Whlcgl ms.re tofggeirflg
i ' inic the proper function -

her emphasized news over opinion as lew!
0JE.slpeeTrs arll)d which had been the most successful mass newspg}?er in
lE)\ﬁmericam history. Assuming that such characte]r1§tlcs vxlr.ere.t‘;uinaapl-
i he tended to explain earlier ] -
propriate ones for newspapers, he | bo explain e o

i in terms of how it performed in accor an ;

;S:Zcéices of the Herald and how those practices had developedgn thre1

past. His. Developmental perspective can be made clear by a
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examination of his evaluation of the party press, which immedi-
ately preceded the penny press in American history.

With his news-oriented background, Hudson evaluated earlier
newspapers in terms of how they conformed to the concept of a news-
paper as a news medium and a journal popular with the masses of
readers and independent of influence by political parties. He con-
cluded that the party press, although important and influential in
politics, was primarily political in nature, that it was vituperative,
and that the partisan period was a negative one for journalistic de-
velopment. "The primary problem, he said, was that politicians con-
trolled the press and prevented it from developing professional
standards. Newspapers had been necessary to build a solid political
foundation for the nation, but journalism "had not yet become a pro-
fession." The press "was a power with the people,” but it ultimately
failed because "it was managed by ambitious political chiefs, as
armies are maneuvered by their generals." During the party pe-
riod, Hudson admitted, the press had progressed in some areas, but
"its views and opinions on public affairs were the inspiration of
politicians and statesmen....Editors...were bound to party. Inde-

_pendence of opinion and expression, outside of party, was political
and financial ruin.” Despite such problems in journalism, Hudson
could see with the historian's hindsight that the penny press would
emerge soon, and thus he observed that "the world was moving, and
its soul was marching on."2
As mass communication began to professionalize in the late
1800s, interest in its history began to grow. As a result, historical
studies increased in number. Although differing on a few particu-
lars, they largely echoed Hudson's themes. Most later historians
came out of the mass communication professions, and many in the
twentieth century taught in professionally oriented college pro-
grams in journalism, broadcasting, . and advertising. Because of
their professional perspective,_thequwgg‘gidevred the penny press, with
its emphasis on news, mass appeal, and political autonomy, to have
been the origin of the "modern journalism" of their own times.
They believed the professional standards thal had developed over
time to be the appropriate and proper ones for the media, and they be-
gan to apply even more universally the concept of professional
progress in the history of communication.
The Developmental interpretation-had a pervasive impact on
historical assumptions because most textbooks for college courses in
communication history were cast in terms of the professional

Frederic Hudson, Journalism in the United States... (New York: Harper
and Row, 1873), 142.
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framework With textbooks such as James Melvin Lee's History of
American Journalism, published in 1917, and Willard G. Bleyer's
Main Currents in the History of American Journalism, published a
decade later (1927), the Developmental interpretation became en-
trenched in historical thinking. Studied by generations of students
and future historians, they tended to reinforce the explanation that
the history.of American mass communication was the_story. of how

AR S 2

the media evolved in_their professional. characi;erlstlcs Develop-
mental historians focused often on determining the origins of me-
dia practlces and on the individuals who had made contributions to
media progress. Textbooks and other studies, being generally posi-
tive about the professions in mass communication, also exercised a
major importance by providing a favorable view of the American
media and reinforcing a pro-media outlook among communication
students and professionals.

Although Bleyer's was the most widely used of the early text-
books, it was superseded by Frank Luther Mott's American_

Journalzsm A History. ofNewspapers in the United States Through )
d

150 Years: 1690 to 1940 Through its S three editions (1941, 1950, an

1962) Mott's ook ] provxded the basis for the historical study by most’
students for four decades JI‘he] foremost practitioner of the Develop-
mental interpretation, Mott }prlmarﬂy concerned his study with

documenting the progress of journalism a T and. its practices. The con- -

cept of"f)rogress prov1ded the thematic structure for Mott's entire

narrative, and he established it with his treatment of America's |

earhest _newspapers. Viewing the past as the story of how journal-

jsnihad reached its modern state, he entitled his narrative of the.
colonial press "The Beginners, 1690-1765." The chapter illustrates !
the essence of the Dévelopmental 1nterpretat10n ;

Mott detailed such topics as the earlier European patterns upon
which American publications were based, pamphlets and other
forerunners of the newspaper, and early episodes involving free-
dom of the press. Among the journalistic "firsts" he chronicled
were the first American newspaper, BenJamm Harris' Publick Oc-
currences; Both Foreign and Domestick; "the first continuous
American newspaper,” John Campbell's Boston News-Letter; and
the appearance of entertainment and the first American newspaper
crusade, both in James Franklin's New-England Courant. To these
were added narratives of such items as the "first American news-
paper consolidation,” the "first serial story in an American news-
paper,” the "first titled series in an American paper," the first il-
lustration, and so on.

While Mott appreciated the fact that colonial newspapers
operated under journalistically unsophisticated conditions, he
tended to explain the early press in terms of later standards. Thus,
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he observed that the Boston News-Letter, because of its content and
writing style, "seems very unexciting to a modern reader" and that
Campbell's "theory of the presentation of foreign news
[emphasizing an organized historical record over recency] gave
little consideration to timeliness.” Methods of newsgathering, page
appearance, the job of the editor, the absence of editorial pages, and
other such aspects of the colonial press -- Mott explained all with an
implicit comparison to later practices.

In general, Mott evaluated the colonial press as relatively
crude by twentieth-century standards, but found satisfaction in the
fact that it had provided a solid foundation for journalistic practices
and achievements that were to come later. While he found much
lacking in the toddler attitudes and performance of many early
printer-editors, he believed some -- such as James Franklin with
his attempt to free the press from control by authorities, Benjamin
Franklin with his several innovations, and the Bradford family of
Pennsylvania with their high standards for printing and their
sense of the role of the press -- had recognized what journalism was
supposed to be and do and had made contributions to the quality and
development of the American press.?

Mott's work provided the apex of the Developmental school, and
most later historians labored in his long shadow. To a large extent,
they provided elaboration or extension of his ideas. After World
War II, several events contributed to the expansion of the profes-

- sional concept of the news media as entities which ideally should be

autonomous from outside authority and independent of other parts of
society. Influenced much by the media's role in such episodes as the
civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, the Vietnam War, and
the Watergate political scandal, Developmental historians -- while
retaining the concept of professional progress -- sometimes viewed
history as a clash between the media and established institutions
such as government, religion, the military, big business, and the
white racial majority. Thus, whereas Progressive historians, for
example, had emphasized the media as a means of working within
society to achieve social and political change, Developmental histo-
rians tended to emphasize such historical trends as press freedom
and media-government relations in which the media confronted
other units of society. In the view toward nationalism the newer De-
velopmental historians differed markedly from their predecessors.
Earlier historians had viewed nationalism positively and the me-
dia as contributors to it; recent historians sometimes seemed

8The quoted material is taken from Frank Luther Mott, American
Journalism... New York: Macmillan, 1941), 3-70.
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anti-n.ationalist. The devotion of the media, they suggested, should
be tq Journalistic ideals rather than to a nation. Thus they’showed
considerable concern with such issues as the media's’ autonomy in
the area of national security, press freedom during wartime, and
the media as propaganda agents for governmental activities. ,

The Progressive School |

Contrasting with the Developmental interpretations, a fourth school
-- that of Progressive history -- emerged around 1910. In place of the
Developmental school's professional progress explanation of his-
tory,' Progressive historians substituted a concept of ideological
conflict, The Progressive school grew, in part, out of a change that
had tak;en place in the study of American history in the late 1800s
Professional historians began to replace the gentlemen historians.
an.d amateurs; and, under the impact of discoveries in the natural
sciences, they began to think of the study of history as a science
rat'her'than as an art. While professional journalists continued to
wntg many of the historical works, many communication histori-
ans in the early 1900s were educators from the emerging depart-
me.nts of journalism at various universities. Because American
up1ve1:s1t1es opened their doors to everyone, the new professional
historians came from various levels of society. Representing vari-
:isagef?graphic re%ions, they began to shift some of the emphasis
y from journalism in New t i
other sections of the country. ork and New England fo that in
Influenced by the ideas of such Progressive American histori-
ans as Frederick Jackson Turner, Charles A. Beard, Claude Bow-
ers, and Vernon L. Parrington, many reform-oriented communi-"
cation historians began to view the past as a struggle in which edi-:
tprs, pub?is.hers, and reporters were pitted on the side of freedom .
liberty, civil reform, democracy, and equality against the powerfui ’I
fgzlq_t?iﬁ,_tiw_@ilﬂl_ﬁﬂé,ﬁl_él§§- They believed the pri”rri—ér-y—bﬁﬁ)mdsé‘6?I~€HE.§
media was to crusade for liberal social and economic causes toﬁ
fight on the side of the masses of common, working people agai’ns’f.
the entrenched interests in American business and government
The ﬁ.llﬁl_hpent of the American ideal required a struggle against:,
those individuals and groups which had blocked the achievement of
a ful!y d.emocratic_system. Progressive historians often placed the
conflict in economic terms, with the wealthy class attempting to
control the media for its own use. Progressive historians, as earlier

historian i i 7 as an evolutionary
s had done, viewed history as ani évolutionary progression

t%bg!;j;g};ggri@i_t_i_gﬁg. They thought in ideological terms, perceiving
the medlg as an 1gﬂuentiﬂa_1~forgg‘a in helping assure a better future.
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Sympathetic with the goals of the Progressive reformers of the early
twentieth century, these historians wrote in such a way as to show the
media as tools for social change, progress, and democracy. They
explained the past in cycles of democratic and journalistic advance,
which occurred when the media improved in serving the masses in
America. They praised journalists and episodes that had con-
tributed to greater democracy, while criticizing those favoring an
elitist society and political system.

While Progressive historians reevaluated every major period
in American communication history, works by three historians in
the 1920s and 1930s epitomized their ideological approach and their
use of history to change conditions of their own time. The first was
Oswald Garrison Villard. Deploring what he considered to be crass
aterialism on the part of most of the American press, he argued
that the best newspapers were those that led the fight for improved so-
cial conditions. In Some Newspapers and Newspapermen, pub-
lished in 1923, he claimed that néwspapers too often had deserted
their leadership role in molding public opinion and instead ap-
pealed to public tastes in scandal, racial hatred, and social ani-
mosities -- all because owners thought the best way to make money
was to appeal to public passions. He described, for example, Adolph
Ochs' New York Times as racist and a promoter of discriminatory
separation between blacks and whites. In The Disappearing Daily,
published in 1944 as a revision of his earlier book, Villard argued
that fighting crusades was more important than providing news,
and he scorned the trend toward pictures, features, and a generally
soft approach to news. Believing that the role of the media was t&
keep a wary eye on the government in order to protect the public, he
claimed that too few newspapers championed enough causes. The
problem with American journalism, he concluded, was that news-
papers treasured profit more than principle. - -
~ e second historian, George Seldes;ffl two major works in the
1930s, attacked wealthy ownérs' self-serving use of their newspa-
pers. In Freedom of the Press, published in 1935, he argued that big
business' control of the media was destroying press freedom. A big-
business, big-money oligarchy owned and manipulated the Ameri-
can press, he claimed, and its intent was to destroy the democratic . .
foundation of the American political system. No section of journal-
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fem went untouched. Advertisers, public utilities, big business in
general, and propagandists colored and suppressed the news and
corrupted both the media and the public. The Associated Press,

aTaee

Seldes declared, always sided with authority, no matter how corrupt,
while the New York Times spoke without exception for the
conservative status quo, and William Randolph Hearst advocated
privilege and possessed no social conscience. Seldes denounced the




INTERPRETATION IN HISTORY 31

i heir opposition -- despite the great need for social reforms
Tet%li}fgrrfghts opf)'porganized labor, support of ‘child .1abor for Qure]y
financial reasons, emphasis on scanda.l,_ invasion of privacy,
interference with trial by jury, and critical treat.ment of the
American Newspaper Guild (the reporters'_ labor union). Whenha
majority of American newspapers published propaganda, ‘ble
concluded, simply because to do so was profitable, it was 1mpossiblé
to have freedom of the press and unconcealed truth. Se}des followed
his first work with Lords of the Press in 1938. Employullg the same |
theme of the pernicious effect of wealthy moneymakers owr.lerslnp(i
he argued that the media typically were ultra-conservative and

failed to ensure fair news treatment of labor or social and economic )
Feforgrllse' of the most trenchant Progressive attacks on the conserva-
tive media came.from Harold L. Ickes, Secretary.of the Interlor' un-
der Franklin Roosevelt and director of the Public Works A@mmﬁ-
tration. In the 1939 book America's House of Lords, a caustic grltlci
cism of publishers who opposed Roosevelt's New Deal, Ickes argue
that the shortcomings of the press resulted _from mpdern publishers
being businessmen more interested in running thenj newspapers %S
business enterprises than journals of news. Publishers, he sa1k,
iﬁlparted to their papers an upperclass outlook a.nd spgght to make
them profit-seeking businesses rather than public-spirited agencies
concerned with social good. As a result, the emphasis on busmesi
endangered the free press required by 2 derpgcracy ar_ld leé! toa 1gc
of fairness in newspaper pages, unreliability, suppression of in-
formation, and fabrication of news.

i

The Consensus School

While the Progressive interpretation greatly inﬂuenced the study of
American history in the first half of the twentieth centu}"y, the fact
that America faced major crises during that same period encour-
aged a diametrically opposing interpretation. Wxth»the ~nat10n con-
fronting external threats from world war and flome?stlc problems
caused by the Great. Depression, a number of h1stor1gns sought to
present a picture of America and its mass media that was
characterized by basic agreement and unity. These Consensus his-
torians reasoned that America's past was marked more by general
agreement than by conflict and that Americans,_rather thap sun-
dered by class differences, tended to be more ur'nted than d1v1defi.
While Americans from time to time might disagree on certain

issues, their disagreements took place within a larger framework of

agreement on underlying principles -- such as a belief in
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democracy, human freedom, and constitutional government -- that
overshadowed their differences. Generally, Consensus historians
claimed that American history was not marked by extreme differ-
ences among groups; and in their hands the Progressives' villains
such as industrialists, businessmen, and media owners were
molded into less evil people who made constructive contributions to
America, while Progressives' heroes such as reformers and the la-
bor press were painted as less idealistic and more egocentered.
Forsaking the critical attitude that had characterized much
Progressive writing, Consensus historians tended to emphasize the
achieyements of the United States and its mass media, with the in-
tent of showing a national unity among Americans. The Cénsénsus
outlook had a major impact on the interpretation of numerous as-
pects of communication history. It explained the American Revolu-
tion and the press' role in it, for example, as democratic rather than
economic or social, as Progressive historians had argued. It viewed
the media's role in America's entry into World Wars I and II in
terms of the general agreement among Americans that involve-
ment was necessary. Consensus historians viewed the media's
performance during the World Wars positively, crediting the me-

" dia and government for providing adequate information in a way

that helped make possible the defeat of democracy's enemies. They
praised media owners, whom Progressives had castigated for their
conservatism, as entrepreneurs who had made the American media
system into the freest and most effective in the world. In these ex-
planations as in others, Consensus historians generally approached
communication history from the viewpoint that the media should
work with the public and government to solve problems rather than
create divisions by emphasizing problems and conflicts.

The foremost advocate of this interpretation was Bernard Bai-
lyn. He expounded the argument first in his 1965 work Pamphlets of
the American Revolution, 1750-1776 and then elaborated it in The
Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, the 1967 winner of
both the Pulitzer Prize and the Bancroft Prize for history. Pamphlets
provided the most important forum for the expression of opinion
during the revolutionary period, according to Bailyn. They re-
vealed that the American Revolution, rather than being a class
struggle, was above all else an ideological, constitutional, and
political struggle. Colonial leaders feared that a sinister conspiracy
had developed in England to deprive citizens of the British empire of
their long-established liberties. This fear lay at the base of the views
expressed in the pamphlets. The ideas in the pamphlets then became
the determinants in the history of the revolutionary period by
causing colonists to change their beliefs and attitudes. These ideas
challenged British authority and argued that "a better world than
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had ever been known could be built where authority was distrusted
and held in constant scrutiny; where the status of men flowed from
their achievements and from their personal qualities, not from dis-
tinction ascribed to them at birth; and where the use of power over the
lives of men was jealously guarded and severely restricted."+
The Consensus viewpoint tended to be especially strong at those

times when the United States faced grave dangers. Thus, a number
of studies of the media during World War I, for example, appeared
in the years surrounding World War II. Consensus historians be-
lieved that the media should aid in defeating the threats and solving
the problems faced by the nation. To them, history revealed that the
media had performed best when they contributed to national unity.

They believed that the media's endorsement of America's entry into

both World War I and II had been responsible and reflected the con-

sensus of the American people and that the proper role of the media

during the wars was to support the aims of the nation. Against the

Progressive argument that propagandists, profiteers, and reac-

tionary publishers misled the public and led America into the wars,

Consensus historians declared that the position of the media mir-
rored the opinions of the majority of the American public and that
the enormity of the threat from America's and democracy's ene-
mies fully justified media support of the war effort.

Consensus historians also broke sharply with the views of Pro-
gressive and recent Developmental historians on the issues of free-
dom of the press and government control over information. While
other historians sometimes argued that freedom of the press should
be absolute or that cooperation of the conservative media with gov-
ernment posed the danger ¢f compromising liberal, honest journal-
ism, Consensus historians believed absolute freedom and indepen-
dence of the media could result in an’irresponsible journalism that
ultimately could endanger the nation and the democratic system
that made press freedom possible. To merit freedom, Consensus
historians argued, the media must perform responsibly in relation
to the rest of the society, with the welfare of the nation as a whole
rather than of the media alone of primary importance. This view
led Consensus historians to the natural conclusion that restrictions
on media fréeedom during wartime may be acceptable and that such
restrictions -- because of the circumstances under which they are

implemented -- do not abandon the concept of freedom in a demo-
cratic philosophy.

4The quoted material is taken from Bernard Bailyn, ed., Pamphlets of the

American Revolution, 1750-1776 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1965), "Introduction.”

Similar to the Consensus interpretation -- m(it.aed,asor::;::;nii
classified as part of it -- has been the Ne_g-conservablve tpg)e ach o
history. Beginning in the 1920s, it Qrovxded an a %lfveloppmenta]
from the interpretation of Progressive and sorr.xgent N
historians. Its reinterpretation has been mgst Ei:"l lents 10 2 o por.
of biographies of media owners. P.rogresswe isto wns hac po
trayed owners as selfish, conservative profiteers. IZI_eo cco0 servative
historians argued that owners often had made Lasl'mg o e
contributions to the media, and that they.sym }ollze T e rens
fundamental positive aspects of the American ¢ ara;:}Ch .Suspicmn’
Progressive historians had viewgd most owne}'sdy:/,iduals R
Neo-conservative historians described them as inal
PTln‘zﬁl}iu h the appellation "Neo-conservative' may ‘be applied
appropriatelgy to this approach, it also may be t‘houggt Olf 1111 :::}?jyprif

; a "business history” school. Following the eaf ° hip o
Splidis . the prestigious Harvard Graduate School 0 usm .
A dminis tmt'on in the 1920s, business historians developed the‘zn'
Admlfn ISTI;)Z:hes to explain American industrial history. Those hl(S);
(t)ZZ*Iila;gpwho studied the massfmefiiitaggi;c}) ;gﬁsfsfvrelsse;vreerseﬁrs

ut farsighteaq, Ten
pfditz?;ggﬁ:ixﬁ?ihz Americgan media system were con}:l%e;
Zbl?a‘s Owners' goals were not simply to accumulate Zln'oniiydu;;ries
brin.g new efficient methods of management to the mg 1:f imduseries
and in the process to serve better the mfox"matlonhneep rso the Aot
ican public. Business historian's also rejected the ; frgerdom o
tique of media owners as enemies of .dgmocracy an e 1aréer ol
argued instead that OWDG;S, };y Erowéi_lzgs;t:;l;l:nicg élhe larger op;

ations, gave America the best meadl |
:’tl;ereby ac%;ually contributid.to ggeit;ilii d;;glc:r?}?zsingizﬁi?:rrg s
The most highly acclaimed Vv 1 these B onri:
1d Johnson's An Honorable Titan, publishe in , _
S}f;aof Adolph Ochs, publishgrv?lf‘ the tliegrfs{ tizr}; iLgeg(.)sOvs&s),hJ :5120
son said, was one of the financial giants ot-ths= B N Balihe
much to do with making industrial Arnex.u(i'a t\;v nat, Togu.es plike
many of the industrialists who were materialis s and Tog ic’ieal -

norable businessman committed U

Eﬁgr;leovs}slgav;:;_:;; Z)ublic in%iﬁut_ibn: impersonal, reliable, respon-

v T serving the public with news. Dar-
! d devoted primarily to serving th® Do ewvs. Zar
f%%l %ﬁ%nﬁaﬁéét he made the Times successful t}:irou%ffh fe;.xt}rxl clél t‘gz
’ ense, and self-reliance. Be-
ditional values, hard work, comrpon s x el e
ieving j ism' ligation was to inform the p ;
lieving journalism's first ob ' o o e B low
d to be influenced by advertisers and ine
1;?ifiltl(’jreial profile. His journalistic career exemplified principle, and

the history of the Times under his direction provided a story of
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advancing journalism. Ochs, Johnson wrote, broke with the per-
sonal journalism of the past, while shunning the sensational tech-
niques of Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst. In em-
phasizing serious news, rather than sensationalism- or opinion, he
adapted the Times to conditions of his era and of the future and thus
laid the foundation of modern quality journalism: As the Times
quickly acquired a reputation for excellence, its owner gained a
reputation for honor, character, and integrity.

Thé Cultural School

The sixth major school of interpretation -- that of Cultural history --
gave little attention to any such ideology, neither conservative nor
liberal, its fundamental premise being that the media Qperated ina
close 1nterrelatlonsh1p with. their environment. The major works
in the Cultural school were written by university professors trained
in communication history and often in communication and behav-
ioral sciences. The impetus for the Cultural interpretation may be
traced to a work on urban sociology by Robert E. Park, one of the
members of the prestigious school of sociology at the University of
Chicago. In "The Natural History of the Newspaper:" published in
1925, Park argued that the evolution of American journalism re-
sulted from its interaction with the surrounding culture. The press,
he said, was "the outcome of a historic process in which many indi-
viduals participated without foreseeing what the ultimate product of
their labors was to be. The newspaper, like the modern city, is not
wholly a rational product. No one sought to make it just what it is. In
spite of all the efforts of individual men and generations of men to
control it and make it something after their own heart, it has con-
tinued to grow and change in its own incalculable ways."® The
primary factors in determining the nature of the newspaper, Park
stated, were the conditions of the society and the system in which the
press operated.-

While some historians in other schools had attempted to ex-
plain the media as institutions somewhat separate from society,
Cultural historians considered the media as a part of society and
therefore influenced by various factors outside the media
themselves. Thus, such questions as what factors accounted for the
founding of newspapers and radio stations and under what

5Robert Park, "The Natural History of the Newspaper,” in Park, Ernest
W. Burgess, and Robert D. McKenzie, The City (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1925), 88.




