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The Historical Search for Significance

By Wm. David Sloan ©

David Sloan, a professor emeritus from the University of Alabama, is the author/editor of
more than forty books and is a recipient of the American Journalism Historians As soci -
ation’s Kobre Award for lifetime achievement and of a variety of other awards.

© 2019. An earlier version of this essay appeared in the book The Significance of the
Media in American History. The author owns the copyright.

We’re pleased to point out that Historiography of

Mass Com munication, with this issue, is beginningits fifth year of publication. When a group of histo-rians initially discussed the project during the 2015national conference of the American JournalismHis   torians Association, we believed that the studyof mass communication history had advanced tothe point that it deserves and needs serious atten-tion devoted to historiography. As our opening es -say noted in the journal’s first issue, the field has many historians “whothink deeply about what we do.” We have now published more thantwenty-five issues, and we hope that each one has contained material ofactual importance. Our goal for 2019 is to continue to offer es says andinterviews that are worth the time you spend reading them. We knowyou have other things you can do with the limited number of wakinghours you have in a day, and we don’t want to waste them.Our opening thoughts in this issue consider the struggle that mediahistorians have had over the question of why the media have been im -portant in Ameri can history. Bruce Evensen then takes us into a
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thought ful inquiry about what historians should do when the theorywith which they begin a study comes into conflict with the evidence.Erika Pribanic-Smith follows with a roundtable on the equally impor-tant issue of how historians approach the First Amendment, a topic ofheightened concern as traditional ideas about freedom of expressionconfront the challenges of 2019, the 100th  anniversary of the Su premeCourt’s important opinions in the cases of Schenck and Abrams. For ourinterview with a historian, John Coward, a leading authority on NativeAmer icans and the press, graciously consented to do a Q&A. Finally,Steve Casey agreed to submit to a Q&A about his book The War Beat, Eu -

rope: The American Media at War Against Nazi Germany, the winner ofthe AJHA’s award for the best book published in 2017.For several decades, media historians have wrestled with the ques-tion of why the media have been important in Ameri can history. In part, their discomfort arose from their belief, probably correct,that historians in other fields seemed to pay too little attention to me -dia historians or to the role that the media played in the nation’s past.When general Ameri can historians dealt with episodes in which themedia had, ac cord ing to media historians, been integrally involved,Amer ican historians barely noted their presence. They found the mediauseful mainly for the material they contained that could be used in ex -amining other subjects. Those outside his torians seemed to ignore, forex ample, the role that the press played in helping to bring about theAmerican Revolution, yet they would peruse the contents of the news-papers to help explain the ideas behind the growing revolutionarysenti  ment.A 1992 study involving the treatment of the media in U.S. historycollege textbooks confirmed the suspicion. It found the textbooks paidstrikingly little at tention to the media as a force in Amer ican society.The study also discovered that few media scholars are discussed or
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even in cluded in the bibliographies of those books. Such omission is a serious matter, for the media have been boundtogether with the evolu tion of democracy and material developmentthrough much of the nation’s existence.The nonchalant attitude of non-media historians can be explainedeasily enough as part of their understanding of the news media asmere  ly chroniclers of life rather than as key players in it. Thus the media, beyond their value as reposito ries for researchinformation, were left on the fringes of American history. And withthem were left media historians. It is not surprising that they felt thatothers viewed their work as of little consequence. It was easy enough for them to blame the historical disregard of themedia on other histori ans’ superficial understanding of the mass me -dia, but part of the explanation lies in how the media have been treatedby historians who did recognize their significance.Explaining, however, the obvious — that the media have been im -portant — in a convincing way has not been easy. Yet there are numer-ous reasons that demonstrate that the media have been of vital impor-tance to major aspects of Amer ican history. In fact, the first historiansof the American me dia did not even struggle with the question of whythey were signifi cant. They simply assumed without a second thoughtthat the media played a central and critical role in the nation’s publicaffairs. The con scious historiographical search for signifi cance emergedonly recently.In attempting to espouse the point that the media have been signif-icant in the history of America, one is not hard pressed to find argu-ments. On the contrary, the number of demonstra tions that one canpresent seem almost limitless. Few other factors — including such pop-ular ones as the frontier, immi gration, and urbanization — can beshown to have been as ubiquitous in the nation’s past as the massmedia have been. 
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The role of the media seems to have been pervasive almost fromthe beginning of the settlement of the American colonies, and today it isa topic of even more interest. The ear liest colonists considered theprinting press instrumental in the discussion of religious and politicalideas. Today Ameri cans consider the media, and especially televisionand the Internet, an inte gral player in a variety of issues of greatmoment. It is rare that one finds a major episode in American historythat the media were not an important ingredient.Most historians of the nineteenth century (Nationalists and Ro -mantics) believed that America was the lead character in the centuries-long drama of humankind’s progress toward liberty. For them, thepress was one of the key in struments. They believed that the essentialstory of the history of printing was the progress of freedom within anoverall story of the de veloping liberty of humankind and, in particular,of the Ameri can people. In that story, America was the nation chosen tolead to the eventual liberty of all of humankind, and the press played amain role. The works of both Nationalist and Ro mantic historians werepredominantly political in tone, with most attention devoted to thepress against a panorama of na tional politics. The historians them-selves were strongly na tionalistic and considered the history ofAmerica as the ad vancing revelation of the nation’s leadership in hu -man kind’s improvement. They viewed the press as highly influentialand as one of the primary factors in the advance.These historians of the nineteenth century believed the press wassignificant for one elementary reason: It exercised influence. The nine-teenth-century perspective was epitomized in the works of S. G. W. Ben -jamin. He observed in one of his narratives (tellingly titled “NotableEditors between 1776 and 1800. Influence of the Early AmericanPress,”) that there is “strong evidence of the power of the press.” Ed -itors were influ ential in the “fight for liberty” that was the reason forthe American Revolution and were critically important to the debate
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over the nation’s political structure that followed. With that in fluence,the press of the Federalist-Republican era contributed to the progressof the nation’s political system. It “influ enced the destinies of the repub-lic,” Benjamin wrote.Similarly, the Progressive historians of the early twenti eth centuryemphasized the ideological role of the media. In contrast to nineteenth-century historians, though, they argued that the history of America didnot con sist in equality of liberty but could be found in the conflict be -tween the rich and the poor, the aristocratic and the demo cratic. Themedia, sometimes manipu lated by America’s pow erful self-interestedconservative forces, were a key in stru ment in their ability to maintaincontrol. Likewise, Pro gres sive historians claimed, the media had beencentral to the suc cessful efforts of liberals to bring about reform andprogress.Influ enced by the ideas of such Progressive American historians asCharles Beard and Vernon Parrington, re form-oriented media histori-ans began to view the past in terms of conflict between social classes.Their inter pretation may be summarized this way: The story of the me -dia past is that of a struggle in which editors, reporters, and some pub -lishers were pitted on the side of freedom, liberty, civil reform, democ-racy, and equality against the powerful forces of wealth, class, and con-servatism. The primary purpose of the media should have been to cru-sade for liberal social and economic causes, to fight on the side of themasses of common, working people against the entrenched interests inAmerican business and government. The fulfillment of the Americanideal re quired a fight against those individuals and groups that hadblocked the achievement of a fully democratic system. Pro gressive his-torians often placed the conflict in economic terms, with the wealthyclass attempting to control the media for their own advantage. Considering history to be an evolutionary progression to betterconditions, Progres sive historians thought of the media as an influen-
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tial force in helping assure a better future. They wrote in such a way asto show the media as tools for social change, progress, and democracy.Explaining the past in cy cles of democratic and journalistic advance,they argued that the latter occurred when the media improved in serv-ing the masses in America. They praised journal ists and episodes thathad contributed to greater democracy, and they criticized those favor-ing an elitist society and politi cal system. Their ultimate intent was touse history in a way to influence conditions of their own time and even-tually to bring about changes from the conservative status quo.Typifying the Progressive explanation of the constructive role thatreform media could play was Louis Filler’s The Muckrakers: Cru saders

for Amer ican Liberalism (1939). Offering a liberal, anti-big businessin-terpretation, Filler ar gued in the preface to the 1976 edition that themuck rakers provided Americans “with knowledge and understanding.”They were tough-minded investigators who “wrote because there wasa demand for their work, and because they wanted more reform andmore democracy.” After reaching its zenith in 1906, Filler wrote, muck -rak ing’s emphasis shifted from “exposure to re form — and the reformsaimed at were so broad, so interrelated, that they predicted a fullchange in American life and thought.” The outcome of the Progressivemovement was that “these crusaders did not transform the nation; theymodernized it. No other band of social workers in any country or timeever accomplished more.”The emphasis on the media’s significance as a reform agent can beseen in a number of other works from the Progressive school. In News -

paper Crusaders: a Neglected Story (1939), Silas Bent focused on theprac  tice of crusading to bring about change, an “immensely im por tantfunction of the daily press.” His torically, the press, he wrote, has been“our most powerful single agency of infor ma tion, opinion, and reform.”It has served “as a medium of po litical ideas ... since its beginning in thiscountry.... [A]t times its work in this area has assumed the aspect of a
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cru sade.” Be cause of the “important” influence that news papers wield-ed, they have served as “champions of re forms, [and] as defenders ofindividuals.”The Progressive approach was strongest before World War II, butit continues to in fluence writing today, although its targets for attackhave broadened. Progressive historians in the 1920s and 1930s fo -cused their harshest criticism at the con servative media. After WorldWar II, they changed their main target from news paper owners toconserva tive forces in general. The greatest threat to the media and tosociety, they argued, came from what they considered to be reactionarygovernment leaders and other members of the “establishment.” Themain objective of the media, they believed, had to be opposition tothose forces.Starting in the late 1930s, Consensus historians challenged the Pro -gressives’ em phasis on class and social differences and on economicmoti va tions, but they, like the Progressives, also believed the his toricalsignificance of the media arose from the power to influ ence ideas andpublic affairs. Reacting against the explanation that the essence ofAmer ican history was conflict between groups over social and eco nom -ic structures, Con sensus historians argued that even though Americansin the past may have disagreed on isolated issues, their differences tookplace within a broader realm of agreement on underlying principles.The Consensus interpretation emerged as the United States facedthe international threats of World War II. In the face of the threats, his-torians reasoned that America’s past was marked more by generalagreement than by conflict and that Americans, rather than be ing sun-dered by class differ ences, tended to be more united than divided.While Ameri cans from time to time might disagree on particulars, theirdifferences existed within a larger frame work — such as a be lief in de -mocracy, human freedom, constitutional govern ment, and the nationalwelfare — that overshadowed their dif ferences. The significance of the
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media, historians be lieved, lay in their ca pacity to help America achieveits common values.The foremost advocate of this interpretation was Bernard Bai lyn.In fact, it did not take full form until he expounded the argument in his1965 work Pamphlets of the American Revolution, 1750-1776 and thenelaborated it in The Ideo logical Origins of the American Revolution. Thesecond book won in 1967 both the Pulitzer Prize and the Bancroft Prizefor history. Pamphlets, according to Bailyn, were the most importantfor um for the expression of opinion during the Revo lutionary period.American lead ers feared that a sinister conspiracy had developed inEng land to deprive citizens of the British empire of their long-estab-lished liber ties. It was this fear that lay at the heart of the views ex -pressed in the pamphlets. The ideas in the pamphlets then became thede termi nants in the history of the period by leading colonists to changetheir beliefs and attitudes. These ideas challenged traditional authorityand argued that “a better world than had ever been known could bebuilt where authority was distrusted and held in constant scrutiny;where the status of men flowed from their achievements and from theirpersonal qualities, not from distinctions ascribed to them at birth; andwhere the use of power over the lives of men was jealously guarded andseverely restricted.”A change, however, had taken place in journalism long before theProgressive and Consensus schools appeared, and it was eventually toalter the study of its history as well — and to bash the idea of mediainfluence. In 1833 Benjamin Day had begun publication of the New York

Sun, the first successful “penny” newspaper. It was oriented not towardpolitics but toward entertaining and informing the general public. Bythe end of the Civil War, with the stunning success of such papers as the
Sun, Horace Greeley’s New York Tri bune, James Gordon Bennett’s New

York Herald, and Henry Raymond’s New York Times, many people hadcome to think of such newspapers in the northeastern metropolises as
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the proper sort of journalism and of the old party newspapers as aber-rations. As the press in the mid-1800s began moving away from its earlyide ological character and began to emphasize news and to ap peal  to themass au dience, there grew up a body of “journalists” who, when laterwriting histories of journalism, were primarily interested in the prog -ress of journalistic principles and practices and of the institution of thenewspaper rather than in its participa tion in the broader public affairsof the nation, as the National ist and Ro man tic his torians had been. The media’s history seemed to them to be the story of how jour -nalism had originated and how it had progressed to reach the success-ful, proper stage that the penny press had ush ered in. These “De velop -mental” historians thus turned in ward. They dis carded the earlier his-torical concept of the in teraction be tween the media and the nation’saffairs and re placed it with a nar rower view of the operation of the me -dia. In the process they be gan to annihilate the earlier assumption ofthe natu ral im por tance of the media. The Developmental ex planationeven tu ally became the dominant explanation of media his tory, and thetraditional acceptance of the media’s broad na tional sig nificance disap-peared. The first and, in many ways, most important of these De velop ment -al historians was Frederic Hudson. Not only was he the managing editorof the New York Herald, the news pa per par excellence, but he also wasthe author of the first book since the appearance of the penny press tosurvey the overall history of American journalism, Journalism in the

United States, from 1690 to 1872 (published in 1873). Many journalismhisto rians since Hudson have drawn on his interpretation and his infor-mation. With his news-oriented background, he viewed the history ofjournalism not as the story of the press’ impact on the world but as theorigin and continuing evolution of jour nalistic tech niques. His ap -proach emphasized biographical profiles of leading journal ists and nar -
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ra tives of various episodes that had contributed to journalism’s prog -ress. He explained the colonial period in terms of the be ginnings ofnewspaper practices and the first attempts to gain freedom of thepress. The revolutionary period was important not only for the col -onies’ fight for independence but for the press freedom it brought. Theparty press was injurious to journalistic progress, for politicians con-trolled the press and therefore prevented it from developing profes-sional standards. True journalism, Hudson concluded, emerged onlywith the appearance of the penny press.As the field of journalism expanded in the late 1800s, in terest in thehistory of the profession began to grow. As a result, historical studies ofthe media increased in number. Although differing on a few particulars,they largely echoed Hudson’s themes. As journalism in the twentiethcentury became more and more sophisticated as a profession, it devel-oped more standards considered appropriate and proper for the media.Historians, most of whom had a background in the profession, began toapply the concept of professional development ever more widely, sothat the Developmental interpretation per vaded most historical studiesin the first half of the twentieth century. Many works were devotedsolely to chronicling the development of particular aspects of journal-ism such as the edito rial function and news gathering, and others pro-vided bi ographies of the individuals who had contributed to the ad -vance of journalism. In the early 1900s, there occurred a major development that lednot only to greater reliance on the Developmental interpre tation, butthat resulted in a surge in writing on jour nalism history. That was theappearance of journalism education at the college level. Following thelead of such early programs as those at Columbia University and theuni versi ties of Illinois, Wisconsin, and Missouri, colleges around thenation began to add journalism to their curricula. By 1920, there were131 uni versities offering instruction in journalism. History was one of
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the earliest scholarly research concerns of professors at those schools.Trained in the occupation of journalism, most professors who wroteabout history ap proached it with the per spective of professional jour-nalism. The Developmental in terpretation then had a pervasive impact onhistorical assump tions because most textbooks for college courses injournalism history were cast in terms of the professional framework.With early textbooks such as James Melvin Lee’s History of American

Journalism, published in 1917, and Willard Bleyer’s Main Currents in the

History of American Journal ism, published just ten years later, the De -velopmental inter pretation became entrenched in historical thinking.Bleyer’s, which was both Developmental and mildly Progressive, wasthe most widely used of the early textbooks, and its succes sor in the1940s, Frank Luther Mott’s American Journalism, continued the Devel -op mental influence on think ing. Used as a textbook for more than thirtyyears, Mott’s work provided the apex of the De velop mental interpreta-tion, and historians for many years worked in his shadow. Studied bygenerations of students and future journalism historians, the textbookstended to reinforce the explanation that the history of journalism wasthe story of how the press evolved in its professional characteristics.That approach had the effect of diminishing the role the media playedin the larger arenas of American life.By the mid-1920s a group of Cultural (or Sociological) histori anshad begun to react to the narrow Developmental perspec tive. Althoughthey did not fully comprehend the tenets of that per spective, they didrecognize that Developmental historians placed considerable emphasison the role of “great men” in the development of the media. Cultural his-torians argued instead that the media had to be viewed more broadly interms of their interaction with the surrounding social, economic, andpoliti cal environment.The impetus for the Cultural interpretation may be traced to a
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1925 work on urban so ciology by Robert Park, one of the members ofthe prestigious school of sociology at the Univer sity of Chicago. In “TheNatural History of the Newspaper” he argued that the evolution ofAmer  ican journalism was a result of its interaction with its environ-ment. The primary factors in determining the nature of the newspaper,he said, were not great individ ual journalists but the conditions of thesociety and the system in which the press operated. He explained theparty press of the early 1800s, for example, as a natural devel opmentfrom journalism’s earlier involvement with the political system. In apar tisan environ ment, newspa pers became journals of opinion whoserole was to be party mouthpieces. In the wake of Park’s essay, Cultural historians began to give moreconsideration to factors outside journalism itself that affected the me -dia. Their works normally dealt with the nature and cultural role of themedia, and they believed that the media usu ally were a mirror of soci-ety and that social, political, cul tural, and economic factors greatly in -fluenced their charac ter. The most prolific writer in the Cultural school was Sidney Kobre. Ina number of works he at tempted to explain journal ism as “a product ofenvironment.” His ideas typify those of the Cultural school. The natureof the media at any time in history, he believed, could be ex plained inlarge measure by the sociological influences acting on them. In The De -

vel op ment of the Colonial Newspaper (1944), for example, he at temptedto show how “the changing char acter of the American people and theirdynamic social situation produced and condi tioned the colonial news-paper.” The first American newspa pers were products of various influ-ences, including city growth, the public’s desire for political and com-mercial news, and the need of business for an advertising medium. Thepub lic’s and printers’ ideas about political self-de termination, a newAmerican philosophy taking shape during the colonial period, greatlyaf fected the character of the newspaper.
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Cultural historians considered the media a part of society, ratherthan a separate institution, as Developmental histori ans had thought ofit. The media therefore were influenced by various features of their sur -roundings. Cultural historians were concerned primarily with howsuch forces as economics, politics, technology, and culture acted on andaffected the media. Thus, such ques tions as what factors were respon-sible for the founding of newspapers and under what financial con -ditions radio oper ated began to interest them.Since most early Cultural historians concentrated on the effect ofthe society on the media, rather than vice versa, they did little to ad -dress the question of the media’s significance. They painted a historicalsituation in which the media were simply buffeted and shaped by out-side forces. Although the Cultural approach, then, was not, at heart, an attemptto explain the significance of the media, it did help to broaden the per-spective from which historians would look at the media. Soon a varietyof works began appearing that at tempted to explain the importance ofthe social role that the me dia played. One of the most important at -tempts to ad dress me dia significance directly — Allan Nevins’ “Amer -ican Jour nalism and its Historical Treatment” (1959) — fit the mediawithin their cultural and political context. Nevins argued that news -papers had to be consid ered not simply in terms of their jour nalisticper formance and progress but more broadly in terms of their role in ademocratic society.Nevins’ idea — the political importance of the media in a democrat-ic system — has served as the basis for a number of works dealing withthe historical importance of the news me dia. In The Power of the Press:

The Birth of American Politi cal Report ing (1986), for example, ThomasLeonard con cen trated on seven episodes from the Boston inoculationcon troversy in the 1720s to muck raking in the early 1900s. He conclud-ed that the news media have served as a common means for Ameri cans
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to participate in the political system.Cultural historians provided a number of other explanations ofmass com munication’s significance. One of the most influential hasbeen David Potter. His People of Plenty: Economic Abun dance and the

American Character (1954) explained the distinctive feature of themod ern American as materialistic. A key instrument in the growth ofthat characteristic historically had been advertis ing. As the means ofproduction of goods had im proved to the point that the system couldprovide more items than consumers thought they needed, producershad to find a way to persuade them to buy more. The technique theyturned to was advertis ing. It succeeded in achieving the producers’goals and was instrumental in turning America into a society of massiveconsumers.The media, according to Cultural historians, exercised an influencein a variety of spheres of life. Reynold Wik, for ex ample, describedradio’s effect on farmers and other rural res idents. Soon after radio sta -tions ap peared in the early decades of the twentieth century, theybegan broadcasting weather re ports and commodity market reportsand running advertising useful to farm families. In “The Radio in RuralAmerica dur ing the 1920s” (1981), Wik wrote that “[t]he radio was ofprofound im por tance for the American people because it opened theirears to the sounds of the world and provided a medium which becamean instrument for social change.... Rural Americans may have benefitedthe most from radio because they were the most iso lated and had themost to gain from an improved commu ni cation system.”Despite such efforts as those of the Cultural historians to re-inter-pret media history, the De velopmental explanation maintained its tena-cious hold on historical explanation. Its power was illustrated most evi -dently by the domination of the textbook market by Mott’s American

Journalism, the quint essential Developmen tal statement.Vague dissatisfaction with the Developmental perspective re -
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mained present, however, among a minority of historians. It sprangfrom such sources as ideological mistrust of the me dia and theoreticalmisgivings about the assumed strength of media effects. But these his-torians had difficulty in formulat ing a counter-explanation. With theexception of Jim Carey’s advo cacy of a “communication as ritual” inter-pretation, few ex planations have gained more than a small number ofadher ents. Carey’s 1974 essay “The Problem of Journalism History,”has, in fact, been the most talked about proposal of the last severaldecades. For readers who are familiar with the term “Whig” history, itshould be mentioned that Carey used it to describe critically and inbroad outline a view similar to the Developmental interpretation.In “The Problem of Journalism History,” Carey proposed that jour-nalism his tory be approached from a “cultural” per spective, and sincethen a number of writers have attempted to apply the concept. Carey’sproposal should not be confused, however, with what Cultural historygenerally has been understood to be. His ideas came from diversesources, but most of them fit a Cultural Studies perspective. Scholarswho have drawn on his ideas usually have added their own, and thusthe Cultural Studies interpretation incorporates a variety of approach-es. In general, however, historians in the school believe that mass com-munication plays a significant role in determining the ideas of the cul-ture in which it operates.  Carey said that historians studying journalism should be con-cerned principally with the “way in which men in the past have graspedreality.” The role the press played in that process of grasping reality, heargued, is the key to journalism history. “The task of cultural history isthe recovery of past forms of imagination, of historical consciousness.The objective is not merely to recover articulate ideas or what psychol-ogists nowadays call cognitions but rather the entire ‘structure of feel-ing’…. By culture,” he explained, “I … mean the organization of socialexperience in the consciousness of men manifested in symbolic action.
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Journalism is then a particular symbolic form.”Individuals working from the Cultural Studies perspective havepro duced studies dealing with a variety of matters. Book-length ac -counts have treated such topics as how “new media affected traditionalnotions of space and time,” professionalism and ethical standards insociety, violence as a cultural norm, media coverage of murder and itsrelationship to such questions as where one fits into a changing com-munity, American culture’s preoccupation with success and anxietiesover it, and news as an expression of knowledge and what is knowable.The research tends to focus on media content, with the researchersthen drawing conclusions about what the content meant to the audi-ence or about the social values that the content presented.Carey’s is an important idea. Since it has received so much appro-bation, it deserves scrutiny. The first thing to be noted is that, un for tu -nately, there is little way to document it. Thus, it is not at all certain thatthe conclusions that members of the Cul  tural Studies school have pro-duced are an accurate explanation of the past. In fact, Carey himself,even though he was a communication philosopher and not a historian,recognized the enormity of the problem of documenting his ideas. In his1974 article he wrote that it is extremely difficult to “get hold of” the“felt sense” of the past. For the most part, those trying to apply Carey’sor other Cul  tural Studies ideas in the study of history, particularly thosemaking the boldest claims, have not been trained as historians but havebackgrounds in such areas as cultural and critical studies or philosophyas taught in schools of communication. As a result, they tend not to em -ploy the methods of history rigorously — such as basing their workpre dominantly on primary sources — or to exercise the historian’s nor-mal caution about drawing connections. A few have done well-re -searched studies of events in the past but then have drawn their maininferences, connecting the media to the audience’s concept of reality,without providing the documentation necessary to support them. Most
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writers in the field are inclined, not confined by evidence, to jump to bigconclusions. Thus, Cultural Studies’ value as an explanation of the past has beenlimited. The primary reason is that there is a paucity of factual evidenceto support it. If the evidence were there, the explanation probablywould be one of the most important contributions in media historiog-raphy. Unfortunatley, in their reliance on sec ondary sources — items,for example, such as sociological essays by other advocates of the in -terpreta tion — most researchers who have used Carey’s ideas in writ-ing about history have failed to present documentation. And, as goodhistorians know, being able to document an argument with evidence iscrucial.Despite the weaknesses of the work of such writers, however, it canbe said that Carey’s concepts have been of immense value in media his-toriography. They have encouraged historians to consider the mediapast from a different perspective, and that is a process that should beongoing.It may be that anytime a historian sets out to explain the signifi-cance of any single factor in the past, he or she runs the danger of be -coming blinded by nar row perspective and, then, merely didactic. Thatis as true in studying the role that the media have played as it is in thestudy of the role of ideology, the frontier, immigration, urbanization,and any other factor.In the study of media history, however, there is a press ing need forthe role of the media to be addressed — and the time is ripe. To day, thepublic and professional recognition of the importance of the mass me -dia in American society is greater than at any other time in our history.Scholars and policy makers outside the field of mass communicationfind it a paramount concern. During the last few decades, the study ofme dia history has pro gressed at a faster rate than has the study of anyother area in the field of mass communication. 
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As a group, however, non-media historians have yet to grasp thefull significance of the media as a force in society. They have, however,enlarged the intellectual boundaries of their scholarship, both by in -quiring into new fields and by studying traditional ones in new ways. Accordingly, the way appears open for a greater integration of therole of the media into general history, if the significance of their pres-ence in history can be demonstrated. There clearly exists a need, asmost of us have not seen in our lifetimes, for works to explain the his-torical significance of the media. An obvious idea that offers itself is thatof the Cultural Studies school. A historian writing from that perspectivecould make a great contribution if he or she could produce an accountrelying on primary sources (not simply the historian’s imagination) todemonstrate the connection between ideas that appeared in the mediaand ideas that individuals held.Because of improvements in the methodological skills of media his-torians that have occurred recently, the next few years of study of me -dia history hold the possibilities for some of the most important workever to come out of the field. How historians will take advantage of the opportunities depends toa large extent on their vision about the role of the media in Americanhistory. About twenty-five years ago, a number of our field’s best histo-rians joined me and Jim Startt in writing a book titled The Significance

of the Media in American History. I wrote about public opinion. Theother historians pro vided accounts of the media’s contributions in suchimportant areas as popular sovereignty, political values, political cul-ture, foreign policy, wartime morale, the American character, the econ-omy, race relations, community cohesiveness, and local community de -velopment.We thought we did a good job. But despite our efforts, there ismuch to be done by today’s historians. That means you.
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In September 2017, Historiography of Mass Com -

munication published a study I was working onthat linked the role of journalists to “American Ex -ceptionalism.” The idea is not that Americans areex ceptional but that America is based on an excep-tional idea of individual liberty and the develop-ment of a public interest rooted in the creation andmaintenance of a civil society. In my recent book
Journalism and the American Experience I try totrace American journalism’s significant role in cre-ating a more civil society by serving citizens with news worth knowing.This past summer I began another book-length manuscript, Jour -

nalism and the Meaning of America as a follow up to Journalism and the

American Experience. In the colonial period I’ve used as a framing de -vice the words of John Winthrop, the Puritan Governor of the Massa -chusetts Bay Colony, who supposedly said on the mid-Atlantic crossingin 1630 that Puritan activity in North America would be like “a shiningcity on a hill.” Presidents as recently as Ronald Reagan have spoken ofAmerica as a “shining city” in celebrating the nation’s quintessential
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story. “I’ve spoken of the shining city all my political life,” the “GreatCommunicator” told a television audience in his farewell address to thenation. “It was a tall, proud city built on rocks stronger than any oceans,windswept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living inharmony and peace; a city with free ports that hummed with commerceand creativity. And if there had to be city walls, the walls had doors andthe doors were open to anyone with the will and the heart to get there.That’s how I saw it, and see it still.”This hopeful theory seemed to fit just fine in one of the majormeanings of America as told through its press. All was well until I foundevidence that didn’t quite fit the pretty picture. Winthrop’s journals aresome of the earliest examples we have of reporting in America. How -ever, Richard Dunn, an emeritus professor of history at the Universityof Pennsylvania and founder of the Philadelphia Center for Early Amer -ican Studies, observes that only two of Winthrop’s three volumes sur-vived a fire in 1825. Those volumes are “notoriously hard to read. Theink is faded. The paper is often stained, worn, or torn. The text is stud-ded with marginalia, insertions, cancellations, and underscorings.”What’s worse, those two volumes and the lost journal for which notesare available, show no record of Winthrop ever writing or deliveringthe supposed sermon. Dunn has suggested this as a cautionary tale indeveloping what he calls “micro-history” as “a healthy antidote to top-down history.” He describes it as a process of historical editing requir-ing “very close observation and questioning of documents,” leading toan outcome where the historian “avoids dictating to the reader.”1Framework and context should be offered by the historian, in his view,only as supported by evidence.Using this approach, we may ask: How did Winthrop’s name be -come attached to the shining city sermon? No published version of thesermon appears to have existed for 208 years. The manuscript was firstfound in the New York Historical Society and was not in Winthrop’s
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handwriting. The sermon’s publication in 1838 was seized upon by ter-ritorial expansionists affiliated with the Democratic Party, whose goalwas to decapitate the northern half of Mexico in an effort to extend slav-ery into what would eventually become the American Southwest. JohnO’Sullivan’s United States Magazine and Democratic Review, launchedthe year before to promote Jacksonian Democracy’s enthusiasm forwes tern expansion, famously saw it as America’s “manifest destiny tooverspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free develop-ment of our yearly multiplying millions,” producing “a nation of prog -ress, of individual freedom, of individual enfranchisement.” Ignoringhis sanctioning of a slave economy, O’Sullivan saw “a boundless futureof American greatness” in which “hundreds of happy millions,” wouldbe “governed by God’s natural and moral law of equality, the law ofbrotherhood, of peace and goodwill amongst men.” In the years that fol-lowed, America’s mission in the world has often been framed as extend-ing this opportunity to others.For the historian, evidence, it seems, is almost never as neat as thetheory it purports to affirm. And the mere matter of who really wroteWinthrop’s supposed sermon was only the beginning of my trouble.I’ve started Journalism and the Meaning of America by telling the storyof how my mother’s parents fled Czarist Russia and how my dad’s peo-ple hocked their farm after a bank bust in Norway to escape to theUnited States. By then, America as a place for second chances had be -come American gospel. As Franklin Roosevelt prettily put it on the fifti-eth anniversary of the Statue of Liberty, “here, liberty of conscience, lib-erty of speech, liberty of the person, and liberty of economic opportuni-ty” fed “the dream of a better life.” The President assured his radio lis-teners in the midst of the Depression and on the eve of war, there wasno doubt that “providence did prepare this American continent to be aplace of the second chance.” Seventy-nine years later, President BarackObama appropriated the same language as Roosevelt in commuting the
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sentences of 46 non-violent drug offenders. “I believe that at its heart,America is a nation of second chances,” the President asserted in avideo on his Facebook page, “and I believe these people deserve theirsecond chance.” The men, largely drawn from minority communities,“have demonstrated the potential to turn your lives around,” Obamainsisted, and America was precisely the place to do it.The more I read, however, the more my grandparents flight fromEurope and the later language of American presidents, did not seem tofit the evidence of how and why many of the earliest Europeans madethe trans-Atlantic crossing. In searching through a handful of firsthandaccounts available from the Jamestown settlement I was particularlystruck by a letter the Virginia Company did not discard. It came fromRichard Frethorne, the child of an indigent English family, who im -plored his parents from Jamestown on March 20, 1623, “Do not forgetme. Have mercy and pity my miserable case.”2Richard was likely twelve when he arrived in Virginia aroundChristmas in 1622 after six years as a parish poor child. He now facedtwelve years as an indentured servant. “For God’s sake,” he begged indesperation, someone had to be found “to redeeme me” before he per-ished from “want of meat and want of cloathes.” Richard wrote that hissole cloak had been stolen by another child, who exchanged it for a bitof butter and beef. Frethorne’s desperation was not unique. Fifty thou-sand of the 75,000 settlers sent by the Virginia Company to the Chesa -peake Bay colonies before 1680 came as indentured servants. By 1700the total had swelled to 132,000 indentured servants, slaves and felonsof the 198,000 who’d made the crossing. Most worked for a minimumof four to seven years for masters who paid their way over. Many neverlived to see the end of the contract.3The headright system, begun by the Virginia Company in Novem -ber 1618 to induce settlement, recreated England’s large land holdingsthat kept many in poverty. Anyone who came to Virginia or paid the
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transportation costs of someone else settling in Virginia was entitled tofifty acres for every immigrant. Merchants, shippers and land specula-tors got in on the inequity and soon enjoyed substantial estates, extend-ed further when white settlers were replaced by black slaves. Theirindentured servants signed a pledge to work the tobacco fields andattend to their master’s wishes in exchange for passage and some foodand shelter when they arrived. Richard tried surviving on peas and water gruel. Around him,scurvy and the bloody flux claimed victims daily. And the Native Amer -icans, whom Jamestown settlers had succeeded in immediately antago-nizing, caused Richard to live “in fear of the enemy every hour. We lieeven in their teeth.” Since limbless people in England were not requiredto work and were free from indenture, Frethorne wrote of his fantasyto be “without lymbes” so that he could “bee in England againe.” Rich -ard knew “the answer to this letter will be life or death to me” and madear rangements with Goodman Jackson, a Jamestown gunsmith, “to sendyou the worth of it, if I die before it come.” History does not recordwhether aid came, but records of the Virginia Company do show Rich -ard died sometime before February 24, 1624. Richard Frethorne was a victim of English poor laws, which wereresponsible for thrusting thousands of indigent individuals upon theAmerican continent much against their will. London’s population hadsoared from 50,000 to 200,000 in the century preceding passage of theEnglish Poor Laws in 1601. It forced parishes to decide what to do withthe poor. A quarter of municipal costs went to the aid and feeding of thewidowed, the aged, the infirm and the orphaned, but also soldiers andsailors maimed in war or shipwreck. More generous parishes becameunwanted magnets to vagrants and abandoned women, some of thempregnant, who would soon make not one but two claims on the limitedpublic purse.4Overcrowding and an absence of sanitation made London a death-
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trap and accelerated the urgency of resettling the poor. Pools of inter-nal bleeding appeared as black spots and boils in victims who suffereda gangrenous finish to a weeklong fever and fury called the Black Death.The scourge was spread by rat fleas and killed 30,000 in 1603, 35,000in 1625, and more than 100,000 in the Great Plague of 1665-1666 in acity whose population still surged to half a million by 1700. Rakerscould hardly keep up with human and animal waste that collected op -pressively beside garrets along London’s winding lanes. The vulnerablehad little more than herbal plasters and a little bloodletting to protectthemselves from the plague. Astrologers assured others laying butteredbread across a sore might do the trick. The death rates from poor wardsin the north and east of the city and the slanting shanties outside itswalls accelerated plans to alleviate overcrowding by disposing of thepoor and the vagrant who were seen as sources and carriers of the con-tagion.5The therapeutic effect of cleansing London by exporting the poor toAmerica is expressed by Sir Walter Cope, writing in March 1606 threeyears after personally welcoming King James to England. Cope com-mended a resettlement system that “provides a place where idle va -grants may be sent.” John Donne concurred. In a sermon to the VirginiaCompany, the dean of St. Paul’s supported sending indentured servantsto Virginia, ridding England of “idle persons and the children of idlepersons” who wisely would be forced to work. Richard Hakluyt, an early and eager promoter of the New Worldand a charter member of the Virginia Company, insisted American set-tlement would rid England of the “multitudes of loyterers and idlevagabondes,” who had been a burden to Britain’s “decayed trades.”Heurged King James to send Britain’s disposable population to America.“The time approacheth and nowe is that we of England,” Hakluyt wrote,should possess “the temperate places in America” before they weretaken by Catholic countries. A mere “sixe weekes sayling” made Amer -
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ica nearer England “than to any other part of Europe,” Hakluyt argued,making America England’s natural inheritance. It was good reason toempty “al our Prisons which are pestered and filled with able men toserue their Countrie, which for small robberies are daily hanged vp ingreat numbers, euen twenty at a clappe.” What was better than such apatriotic purpose for “such superfluous people”? On November 24, 1606 King James complied, granting Hakluyt andthe Reverend Robert Hunt, a vicar in the Church of England, a five yearcharter to take possession of the territory. The king would also author-ize convicts be shipped to the colonies “to yield a profitable service tothe Common wealth in parts abroade where it shall be found fit toimploie them.” Fifty four thousand five hundred were shipped beforecolonial ports refused to receive any more.
The Records of the Virginia Company, which oversaw early Amer -ican settlement at Jamestown and companion communities, tells thebleak story of many souls, otherwise anonymous to history, who wereforced to migrate to the colonies and badly abused after arriving there.Jane Dickenson accompanied her husband Ralph to Virginia in 1620with a seven-year indenture to Nicholas Hide. Hide died, and Dickensonlater told the colony’s General Court that her husband was “slaine in thebloudy Masacre” of the Pamunkey Indians that killed 347 settlers, onethird of the colony. Dickenson testified she was “Caried away with theCruell salvages.” She then “Endured much midery for teen monthes.” Itwas then that John Potts, a physician at the Jamestown settlement, andthe colony’s future governor, ransomed Dickenson and other hostagesfor two pounds of beads. Potts now insisted Dickenson satisfy a doubleindenture — one for her late husband and the other for the ransom he’dpaid. Potts argued Dickenson’s ten-month service was not enough andthreatened that she would serve him “to the uttermost day, unless sheeprocure him 150 waight of Tobacco.” Dickenson charged in court therewas not much difference in serving a cruel master “from her slavery
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with the Indians.” The court later ruled that Dickenson’s ten-monthservice was penance enough for Potts’s payment and she was released.6At least Dickenson lived to tell her story. Many of the early settlers,forced to cross the Atlantic, were not as fortunate. By 1625, only 1,095men, women and children remained alive of the 7,549 settlers sent toVirginia in the 18 years after Jamestown’s establishment. Scurvy, small-pox, malaria, measles, yellow fever and influenza were the main killers.Care involved bleeding, vomiting and sweating, succeeding in makingmiserable patients worse.This reality bore little relation to what was written by Hakluyt andfuture governor John Smith to stimulate settlement in English America.The Virginia Company was starting to make some money on Virginia’scash crop — tobacco — so it sunk more ships and settlers into James -town, promising lots of land to those eager to seize an opportunity. Itrelied on the twin towers of coercion and the power of positive public-ity in pushing its plan to bring England’s supposed civilizing influenceto the other side of the world. Hakluyt saw “a greate necessitie” in getting to this second Eden be -fore Catholic Spain closed the door. Spain, he charged, should not be al -lowed to seize America, a “countrie which is the fairest, frutefullest, andpleasauntest of all the worlde.” Although he’d never been there, Hak -luyt assured investors that America abounded “in honye, waxe, ven -ison, wilde fowle, fforrestes, woods of all sortes, palme trees, cy presses,cedars, bayes, the highest and greatest, with also the fairest vines in allthe worlde, with grapes that will growe to toppes of oakes and othertrees that be of wonderfull greatness and heighte. The sight of fairmeadows is a pleasure not able to be expressed with tongue.” Smith, who’d crossed the Atlantic and knew better, assured readersAmerica was a spot where “Heaven and earth never agreed better toframe a place for man’s habitation.” He insisted it was a paradise wherea man might “take with hooke or line what he will.” And for the depend-
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ent idle who burdened English society with their poverty and useless-ness a trip across the sea, Smith suggested, would have an impact “Re -ligion, Charity, and the Common good cannot.” Parliament was happy totake him up on his offer, since many of its members were also investorsin the Virginia Company.7When I lived in Tidewater Virginia in the late 1970s I often went toJamestown and attempted to imagine what life there might have beenlike. I remember much was made of the Reverend Robert Hunt’s role aschaplain to Jamestown’s first settlers. The Anglican cleric planted across at first landing on April 29, 1607 in a spit of sand called CapeHenry, named for the Prince of Wales. Looking up to heaven Huntthanked God for the safe passage of the voyage and dedicated the workand destiny of the colony to God’s good service. When a relief shiparrived on January 2, 1608, however, only 38 of Jamestown’s first 105settlers remained alive. Hunt appears not to have been one of them. Itwas well known that starvation, scurvy, smallpox and Indian attacksdecimated those first European settlers. What was revealed only muchlater is that the settlers couldn’t have come at a worst time. Cypresstree rings in Tidewater show a record drought, the region’s worst in770 years, arose before English ships made landfall.8 It meant food wasin short supply. Salt content in foul-smelling tidal water soon rose topoisonous levels. When Indians refused to exchange their remainingcorn for trinkets, settlers stole their canoes or shot their muskets in theair to clear communities and raid their granaries. Within weeks, localgame was gone and settlers became prisoners of their own fort. Only sixty settlers survived Jamestown’s winter of 1609-1610 outof a population of five hundred. Much of their story seemed lost underrising sea levels that were thought to have covered Europe’s first per-manent settlement in the New World. In 1996, however, the originalJamestown was rediscovered.9 The evidence revealed a level of suffer-ing never before imagined. The horror had been hinted at when a jour-
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nal, written by the colony’s governor, George Percy, recalled that“Notheinge was Spared to maynteyne Lyfe.” After the carcasses of catsand dogs and rats ran out, survivors were forced “to doe those thingswhich seame incredible, as to digge upp deade corpses out of gravesand to eate them. And some have Licked upp the Bloode which hathefallen from their weake fellowes.” In 2012, archeologists dug down twoand a half feet into a basement trash heap at Jamestown and found thebutchered skull and shinbone of what they reckoned was a 14-year-oldEnglish girl, likely one of the many indentured servants, who had per-ished during the colony’s “Starving Time.” The brain, throat, tongue andface had all been taken. Even the cleaver that did the carving wasfound.10Excavations at the Jamestown site also revealed Hunt’s final restingplace in the chancel of the first church built at Jamestown. The grave’sposition lies below where the Anglican cleric would have preached tohis congregation. Hunt was wrapped in a simple shroud for burial inkeeping with the custom of the time. He was positioned with his headto the east to face his congregation. Several of the faithful are buriednext to him, their faces turned to the west awaiting the resurrection. When I started my simple story of America as a place for secondchances as told through the prism of its press, my eyes were also fixedto the west. I knew some of the stories of my family and other familieswho had come rushing over. And I knew something of the framingdevices politicians and the media have long used in situating Americaas a “shining city” whose foundational faith is in the inalienable rightsof every person. When, however, one digs a little below the surface thereal Jamestown came into view for archaeologists, and when one digs alittle deeper as a researcher one uncovers an early Anglo-Americanworld profoundly different and more complicated than any simple nar-rative we might construct.Evidence complicates story-telling. And the singular scene of men
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and women sailing to America for a better life now includes the disqui-eting sense of those forced to cross the Atlantic and soon swallowed upin the misery that awaited them. Those who were doing quite wellcould afford to stay behind and write pretty passages. The desperatewho made the journey had little choice in the matter. The stories thatemerged about the meaning of America as seen through its press arethe stories written by those who survived to write it, and not those wholived and died anonymously to history, disappearing with hardly atrace. All this has left Journalism and the Meaning of America a more com-plicated story than I started to write. Evidence afflicts my former nar-rative and forces me to see something else. The view from a detacheddistance is quite different than the scene that Richard Frethorne expe-rienced firsthand. Like Chris and Annie and Ida and Abe who could nothave known what they would experience on the other side of the At -lantic, I begin Journalism and the Meaning of America uncertain wherethe evidence will lead, but eager to understand how the lives they livedand the stories they read contributed to the making and meaning ofAmerica.NOTES1Dunn makes the assertion in an interview he did with Sara Georgini for “TheJunto,” a group blog on Early American History posted at https://earlyamericanists.com/2015/01/30/retelling-a-tale-an-interview-with-richard-s-dunn.” 2Richard Frethorne’s predicament is well told by Sandra L. Dahlberg in “’DoeNot Forget Me’: Richard Frethorne, Indentured Servitude, and the English PoorLaw of 1601,” Early American Literature 47 (Spring 2012), pp. 1-30. Frethorne’sletters are drawn from vol. 4 of The Records of the Virginia Company of London,ed. by Susan M. Kingsbury, and published in Washington by the GovernmentPrinting Office in 1935. 3An analysis of children and indentured servants in colonial Virginia appearsin R. C. Johnson, “The Transportation of Vagrant Children from London toVirginia, 1618-1622,” in Howard S, Reinmuth, Jr., Early Stuart Studies: Essays in
Honor of David Harris Willson (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota, 1970). 4The language of the 1601 Act for the Relief of the Poor is posted at www.
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workhouses.org.uk/poorlaws/1601intro.shtml. 5The impact of the 1665-1666 plague is examined by Daniel Defoe in History
of the Plague in London (New York: American Book Co., 1894, originally pub-lished in 1722) and Walter George Bell, The Great Plague in London in 1665(London: Folio Society, 2001, originally, 1924). 6Jane Dickenson’s account appears on p. 473 of vol. 4 of Susan Myra Kings -bury, ed., The Records of the Virginia Company of London (Washington: U. S. Gov -ernment Printing Office, 1933). 7John Smith’s reassurance Virginia was a heavenly place is found in the sec-ond volume of his 1624 publication, titled, The Generall Historie of Virginia, New
England and the Summer Isles, Together with the True Travels, Adventures and
Observations and on pp. 44-45 of its 1907 re-publication by James MacLehosein Glasgow. 8A study by David W. Stahle, Malcolm K. Cleaveland, Dennis B. Blanton,Matth ew D. Therrell and David A. Gay, “The Lost Colony and JamestownDroughts,” Science 280 (Apr. 24, 1998), pp. 564-567 was among the first to indi-cate the severity of the deadly drought faced by Jamestown settlers. 9At www.history.org/Foundation/journal/Summer11/jamestown.cfm, asite hosted by the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, William Kelso describesthe re-discovery of the original Jamestown settlement. Nicholas Fandos sum-marizes Kelso’s work in “Unearthing Jamestown’s Leaders, and a Mystery, pub-lished in the New York Times on July 28, 2015. 10Scientific evidence of cannibalism is reported by Joseph Stromberg on Apr.30, 2013 at https://www.smithsonianmag.com/historystarving-settlers-in-jamestown-colony-resorted-to-cannibalism-46000815/ .
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First Amendment issues create an important in -
tersection among legal and historical scholars

and the modern communication environment. As
2018 drew to a close, the Supreme Court was con-
sidering whether to allow lawsuits claiming abuse
of police power in retaliation for exercising free
speech rights. A federal court recently ruled a 1985
immigration law unconstitutional for imposing crim-
inal penalties on those encouraging or inducing

someone to enter or remain in the U.S. Meanwhile, President Donald
Trump faces legal action for allegedly infringing on the First Amend -
ment rights of a CNN White House correspondent, and debate is
swirling on the rights of Neo-Nazis to express hate speech.

As the courts and public grapple with current First Amendment
issues, we are poised to celebrate the 100th anniversary of landmark
cases that helped develop the nation’s understanding of free expres-
sion. Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’s March 1919 opinion for the Su -
preme Court in Schenck v. United States provided the clear and present
danger test and the Court’s first clear statement about the meaning of
the First Amendment. That fall, Holmes’s groundbreaking dissent in Ab -

rams v. United States introduced the marketplace of ideas theory of the
First Amendment, which remains the Court’s dominant tool for commu-
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nicating how it understands freedom of expression.
For this roundtable, three scholars who have explored historical

First Amendment issues discuss how they have conducted their re -
search as well as the value it provides for understanding free ex -
pression both in the past and in the present.

Pribanic-Smith: What is your approach to researching First Amend -

ment issues? 

Coyle: My research explores how judges and journal-ists describe press freedom and speech freedom in re -lation to fundamental values identified by leading FirstAmendment theorists. I carefully analyze state and fed-eral court opinions to assess how majority, concurring,
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and dissenting opinions address these freedoms. I also evaluate contentin judges’, attorneys’, and journalists’ articles, reports, speeches, anddiary entries to explore how they describe press freedom or freespeech for different audiences. In doing so, I explore how they concep-tualize freedom of expression, what functions they indicate free expres-sion serves in a democratic society, and whether they agree on what theFirst Amendment protects. Courts have authority to interpret laws and to interpret constitu-tional rights in the United States. Over time, courts have explored whatthe First Amendment protects against specific government limitations.Some opinions include historical references to the U.S. founders’ idealsfor First Amendment freedom. For instance, in 1927, in a concurringopinion in Whitney v. California, Justice Louis D. Brandeis wrote that thepeople who fought for the nation’s independence believed that freedomof thought and speech are “indispensable to the discovery and spreadof political truth.” Court opinions are primary sources for historiansand legal scholars to re view. Scholarship has analyzed court opinions toidentify certain functions or values that justices or judges associatewith freedom of speech or freedom of the press. That scholarship ad -dresses First Amendment theory.
Schroeder: My work is very concerned with the future of discourse ina democratic society and how we understand the First Amendment inthe twenty-first century. I approach most projects by asking what weknow and what we don’t about how technological changes in how wecommunicate will influence legal precedents regarding the flow of in -formation. Artificial intelligence is a great example. The Supreme Courthas never ruled on anything that relates to artificial intelligence, yetcomputer programs are playing larger and larger roles in the informa-tion people encounter. When I identify a problem or question, in this or any area, I read

Historical Roundtable: The First Amendment

Volume 5 (2019). Number 1 33



widely about the topic and then start to work on an outline. Next I tryto write an introduction. The introduction can take a long time, becauseit’s more than an introduction. It’s me trying to figure out what exactlythis paper is about. In the process of writing the introduction, I’m moreconcerned with focusing in on the question and how I’ll go aboutexploring it than producing a polished introduction. That comes later.From there, I construct each section of the paper as if it is a miniaturepaper of its own. In each section I immerse myself in the related litera-ture. I take extensive notes. I read and re-read cases and enter the pas-sages I highlight and the notes I make into a Word document so I canhave them all in one place and keyword search them later. I keep read-ing until my understanding goes beyond the surface of the texts. I readuntil themes start to emerge regarding how decisions were rationalizedor ideas were communicated.Above all of this, the key for me is to identify a good question — onethat has not been clearly answered — and contribute to what we knowabout answering it within my paper.
Ward: I generally don’t go out looking for the First Amendment; it findsme. For example, my dissertation charts the course of competition be -tween two newspapers, the Denver Post and the Rocky Mountain News,for more than a century. When you’re looking at so broad a chunk oftime, you’re bound to run into lots of legal issues. It’s then a matter ofidentifying those that bear on broader topics related to the interpreta-tion and application of the First Amendment and trying to transformyour local findings into something of relevance to a larger audience.The glaring exception to this is a project Aimee Edmondson and Itackled exploring the prosecution of Jacob Frohwerk, a German-lan-guage newspaper editor convicted under the Espionage Act for writingeditorials critical of U.S. involvement in World War I. The First Amend -ment was central to that work, as we were trying to figure out who this
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guy — who had long been mentioned alongside pivotal figures likeSchenck, Debs, and Abrams — actually was. But even in that case, myinterest was primarily in who Frohwerk was and when he was, the manin the context of his time. As a result, my contributions to the projectwere focused on using vital records, newspaper coverage, court docu-ments, and prison records to piece together a portrait of Frohwerk. Wewere then able to situate him and his actions within the framework ofhis trial and its historical impact on the implementation of the FirstAmendment.
Pribanic-Smith: How does historical study inform modern legal, schol-

arly, and/or public discussions of First Amendment rights?

Coyle: U.S. Supreme Court opinions sometimes refer to intentionsframers of the Constitution held for freedom of expression, particularlywhen addressing freedom for political speech. Justice AnthonyKennedy’s 2010 majority opinion in Citizens United v. Federal Election

Committee references debates between the Federalists and Anti-Fed -eralists that were published in newspapers. Kennedy’s historical inter-pretation of the First Amendment indicates that framers of the Consti -tution perceived the First Amendment as a response to taxes imposedon the press and repression of speech. His opinion concludes that cen-soring corporations’ political speech hampers the potential for speechto contribute to the marketplace of ideas. Court opinions also refer to previous justices’ historical interpreta-tions. For instance, in 1964, in New York Times v. Sullivan — a landmarkU.S. Supreme Court opinion that recognized constitutional protectionagainst strict application of liability for libel law — the unanimousopin ion quotes Justice Louis D. Brandeis’s 1927 explanation of thefounders’ beliefs that participating in “public speech is a political duty.”Courts and scholars sometimes cite Justice Brandeis’s interpretation of
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history when examining whether and how the First Amendment pro-tects freedom of expression. Thus, historical and legal studies of theFirst Amendment influence how courts and scholars interpret what ex -pression the First Amendment protects.Reviewing how free expression rights have changed over timehelps us explore how First Amendment rights might change in the fu -ture as well. For instance, John Frank Weaver, a Boston attorney, re -cently addressed whether A.I.-created content could be consideredspeech protected by the First Amendment. Weaver referenced Fed -

eralist Papers No. 68 and Debs v. United States. Weaver quoted Alex an -der Hamilton’s warning about the desire for “foreign powers to gain”improper influence in relation to Russian-created bots using Facebookand Twitter messages to influence American voters. He also acknowl-edged the potential for bot-generated messages to be considered wea -ponized content that could be similar to Eugene Debs’s use of speech“to obstruct the draft.” Exploring the past provides context for us toimagine how free expression rights might evolve. Thus, knowledge ofFirst Amendment history is foundational for our understanding of FirstAmendment rights and privileges in the present and future.
Schroeder: Precedent is a crucial legal concept. Because the courtsdraw from previously decided cases when making contemporary deci-sions, historical study is almost inherently involved in what we do. Wehave to look back in order to look forward. A big part of almost anyproject is looking at past decisions regarding related issues. Those pastdecisions come with historical context. It matters when they were de -cided and what was going on at the time. Justices are influenced by ex -ternal concerns. For these reasons, historical scholarship can contri b -ute substantial insight, meaning, and depth to First Amendment re -search. 
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Ward: The Constitution and its amendments are applied to questionsunimaginable when the Constitution and amendments were drafted.This provides historians an op portunity to contribute in ways only wecan to discussions about what our rights are as well as how andwhether those rights are respected. To draw on an example from myown research, how could the nation’s founders have imagined some-thing like the recent Cambridge Analytica incident, in which the data onour Facebook profiles were used to tailor highly personalized politicalmessages targeting both ourselves and others in scarcely perceptibleways? They couldn’t have. Instead, to day’s judges would lean on prece-dent, rather than the few words of fered by the Bill of Rights, to assessthe legal liabilities, if any, of Face book and Cambridge Analytica. Thisreliance on precedent gives historians an outsized role in making senseof rights that are afforded by the Constitution. Our training equips us toidentify issues in which First Amendment concerns are lurking, dig intothe historical record to as sess how related incidents were addressed inthe past, consider those past episodes within their social contexts, andbridge those contexts with our own. In doing so, we can offer evidence-based suggestions not only about how to address modern problems butalso how we got to where we are in the first place. 
Pribanic-Smith: How do you humanize First Amendment law for those

who read your research?

Coyle: Focusing on the stories of people who are directly affected bychallenges to First Amendment rights humanizes First Amendmentlaw. When courts address First Amendment issues, they often do so inthe context of individuals’ stories. Legal challenges arise because peo-ple seek changes. Thus, it is sometimes possible to write about FirstAmend ment law from the perspective of those affected by complex sit-uations. This can show why individuals care about freedom of speech
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or freedom of the press. Sometimes this may be done through bio -graphical work.I used a biographical approach when writing about the free pressadvocacy of Samuel T. Ragan, former managing editor and executive ed -itor of the Raleigh News and Observer. He crusaded for the press’s rightsto access criminal justice information and the press’s responsibility toinform the public about the investigation and adjudication of crimes.Ex  plaining why and how he informed others that press freedom mat-tered showed why he cared about challenges to First Amendmentrights. While freedom of expression inherently relates to individuals’rights to share and receive information, providing personal stories mayhumanize First Amendment issues.
Schroeder: The cases do quite a bit of the work for us. The facts, histor-ical contexts, and personalities involved in the major First Amendmentrulings, as well as many of the less high-profile ones, often have tre -mendous stories. New York Times v. Sullivan, for example, was part ofthe Civil Rights Movement. The Court’s decision includes concernsabout and recognitions of the movement. The Court explained, for ex -ample, that the advertisement in the case “communicated information,expressed opinion, recited grievances, protested claimed abuses, andsought financial support on behalf of a movement whose existence andobjectives are matters of the highest public interest and concern.” Sul -

livan is not an outlier. Hustler v. Falwell pitted the publisher of Hustler

Magazine, Larry Flynt, against televangelist and Moral Majority leaderJerry Falwell in a battle over an advertisement parody that suggestedFalwell had intercourse with his mother in an outhouse. Morse v.

Frederick, a student rights case, is also known as the “Bong Hits 4 Jesus”case, and last spring an appeals court decided the “monkey selfie” case.The people involved in the cases also have tremendous stories.Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, beyond being one of the key architects
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of how we understand the First Amendment, also was shot three differ-ent times during the Civil War. Those experiences shaped his judicialphilosophy. After reading about his experiences in the Civil War, I start-ed to notice references to battles and war in his opinions. Knowing hisexperiences in the war and how they changed him helped me to under-stand his opinions in a more meaningful way.My project with Erika Pribanic-Smith, Emma Goldman’s No-Con -

scription League and the First Amendment, started with the realizationthat Goldman was fighting for free expression rights in federal courtand appealed to the Supreme Court a year before the famous WorldWar I-era Espionage Act cases that were the first to define the meaningof the First Amendment. When we brought Goldman’s story and time-line together with the First Amendment’s timeline, we found a goldmine of rich, important information that was also deeply human. So,drawing in historical connections between people, events, and casescan help the research connect more meaningfully.
Ward: We humanize the law by telling stories about people that illumi-nate the forces that act on them, one of which is the First Amendment,and then turning around to show what effect those people had on howwe understand and implement the law. Laws are instruments used bypeople to elicit some sort of action from others. Laws don’t decide toapply themselves; someone sues or presses charges against someoneelse. Every person involved in the process — from litigants to lawyersto jurists to judges, as well as everyone watching a case from the out-side, including reporters — is a fallible human subject to the social andlegal context of their era. Every action taken and decision made is con-tingent on individuals acting within the bounds of their situation.This makes it fruitful to shift the focus from the law to the peopleaffected by it. Rather than investigating how the First Amendment ap -plied to a certain historical episode or changed as the result of a case, I
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prefer to emphasize how individuals chose to interpret and apply theFirst Amendment and then try to identify the contextual forces that ledthem to do so. It’s an approach that highlights the influence of a cul-ture’s undercurrent while emphasizing the autonomy and impact of thepeople who lived and acted within that context. For example, the thingsJacob Frohwerk printed in his newspaper seem tame by contemporarystandards, and they were tolerated in the years prior to the entry of theU.S. into World War I. What changed in American society, then, that sud-denly made Frohwerk’s comments so threatening, and how did he reactonce under fire? The simplified answers, that the government was ter-rified of widespread resistance to the draft and that Frohwerk swungfrom being a critic of the war to a champion of U.S. war bonds (which,in the end, wasn’t enough to sway the courts in his favor), say muchabout what it must have been like to find oneself orbiting beyond thelimits of free speech, a boundary that suddenly shifted with America’sentry into the war.
Pribanic-Smith: What are the challenges specific to researching First

Amendment issues?

Coyle: Finding primary sources can require travel and be costly. Re -searching trial court orders and decisions that address First Amend -ment issues may necessitate finding and reviewing documents that arenot easily accessible in electronic databases. Some of the documentsalso are not accessible in bound volumes stored in many law libraries.Researching these materials may require contacting clerks of courts,finding judicial archives, and searching for people who may be able toshare oral histories or their own copies of documents. Sometimes,judges and lawyers have archived papers including copies of legal doc-uments and correspondence that explain rationales for judicial orders.Supreme Court justices’ papers also may include drafts of opinions as
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well as memoranda addressing requests for changes to drafts. One mayneed to travel or pay for copies of specific files to be able to reviewthese materials. When writing about legal issues, one also has to be mindful thatcontemporary understandings of what freedom of speech and presspro  tect may differ from past understandings of what the First Amend -ment protected. For instance, in 1890, when Samuel D. Warren andLouis D. Brandeis proposed that judges create privacy law in the UnitedStates, they did not need to address the potential for state laws to con-flict with the First Amendment. The U.S. Supreme Court clarified thatthe Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment could extendFirst Amendment freedoms to protect against state laws in Git low v.

New York in 1925.
Pribanic-Smith: What advice do you have for researchers seeking to

study First Amendment issues?

Coyle: I once was challenged to explain how there was any room left tocomplete research in a field where so many people have already pub-lished scholarship on the First Amendment. That challenge inspired meto read previously published scholarship with questions about how dif-ferent approaches could build upon a foundation created by excellentscholars. I learned there is a lot of room to continue addressing free ex -pression issues and First Amendment issues may be studied with mul-tiple methodological approaches. Some First Amendment issues havenever been explored. Other First Amendment issues have yet to arise.When researching these issues, context is critical to explain howFirst Amendment rights are conceptualized at specific points in history.I review primary sources and historical studies to broaden my under-standing of factors that could influence how people perceived FirstAmendment issues. Currently, I am researching conflicts between free
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press and fair trial rights in the twentieth century. For this line of schol-arship, I also am exploring how members of the legal profession andjournalists perceived First Amendment issues by reviewing materialpre sented at professional conferences and published in professionalor ganizations’ periodicals. Reviewing these materials and letters ex -changed between members of the bar and the press has revealed a levelof institutional context.
Schroeder: Studying the First Amendment is rich and rewarding work.It has deep ties with history and, at the same time, has us looking for-ward in a constant, never-ending discussion about how we should un -derstand freedom of expression as society and the technology we use tocommunicate continue to change. I encourage people to read well-written legal research and towatch carefully how the authors structure their work, analyze cases,and cite sources. Robert Kerr, my dissertation chair, was a great exam-ple for me. His work is so thoughtful and well structured that it provid-ed a great way for me to approach and structure my own work.Finally, don’t be afraid to try First Amendment-related research.The First Amendment is deeply embedded in history, so anyone whohas done historical research should already be well on their way to de -veloping some of the tools needed to succeed in this field. Try a projectand submit it to the Southeast Colloquium or AEJMC. The Law Divisionis generally extremely supportive of people who are trying to learn howto research First Amendment issues.
Ward: Just keep an eye out for First Amendment issues as you go aboutresearching other questions and, most importantly, be willing to en -gage them when you find them. I am often intimidated when I first run into First Amendment is -sues in the course of research, and my instinct is to minimize them. I am
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quick in such situations to remind myself that I am not a lawyer, and Iworry that fact precludes me from qualifying as a credentialed re -searcher on such matters. I imagine similar thoughts scare off other his-torians from taking on First Amendment issues, especially less-experi-enced scholars like myself. That kind of thinking is hogwash. We may not all be lawyers, but weare all historians and educators. I may not be of much use to my stu-dents if they’re dragged into a courtroom, but that doesn’t preclude mefrom helping them understand how the First Amendment affects them(and, I hope, helping them avoid the courtroom in the first place)through my media law course. Similarly, I couldn’t argue a libel casebetween two newspapers in court, but I can certainly analyze the last-ing impact of that case on the newspapers’ willingness to criticize oneanother. Such issues aren’t likely to be the object of a court’s attention,despite their obvious importance. The legal system is busy adjudicat-ing. It’s up to us to consider the lasting impact of those adjudications onthose they affect.
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John Coward, a professor of media studies at the
University of Tulsa, is one of today’s leading histo-

rians of the press and Native Americans. He has writ-
ten two books on the subject: The Newspaper In di -

an: Native American Identity in the Press, 1820-90

(pub lished in 1999) and Indians Illustrated: The Im -

age of Native Americans in the Pictorial Press (2016).
The News pa per Indian was a finalist for the Western
Writers of America award for the year’s best histori-
cal book. He also has written a number of re search

papers and journal articles. "Selling the Southwest ern In dian: Ideology
and Image in Arizona Highways, 1925-1940" (2013) was selected as the
best article of the year published in the journal Amer ican Journalism.
Prof. Coward received his Ph.D. in communication from the University of
Texas.

Q: Tell us a little about your family background — where you were born

and grew up, your education, and so forth. 

Coward: I was born in Chattanooga. Both my mother and father wereraised in East Tennessee; so I have family roots in Southern Appalachia.My father was in the navy in World War II and came back to college atCarson-Newman in Jefferson City, Tennessee, where he met my mother.My father was a history major and a Civil War buff, which may explainmy early interest in history. He worked for the Boy Scouts his entirecareer, and we lived around the South. After Chattanooga we moved to
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Lake Charles, Louisiana, then to Tupelo, Mississippi, where I attendedelementary school. My father later took a job in Johnson City,Tennessee, near his hometown, and I finished high school there andwent to the local university, East Tennessee State. I became interestedin journalism in high school because I was interested in the worldbeyond Johnson City, and the news brought the wider world to me. Iwas curious, I liked to read, and I thought of myself as a good writer; soI majored in journalism and English at ETSU. I was a student journalistthere and ended up as editor of the campus weekly. 
Q: What did you do professionally before going into teaching? 

Coward: After ETSU, I was subject to the draft; so I applied for and wasaccepted to the naval officer candidate school in Newport, RhodeIsland. I was commissioned as an ensign in the naval reserves in late1972 and served three years on active duty, first on an aircraft carrier,the USS Forrestal, and later at a training command in Virginia Beach. Ibegan my graduate studies at UT-Knoxville in 1975. I took a break fromschool and worked for three years as a newspaper reporter and editorfor a small newspaper in Sevierville and Gatlinburg, Tennessee, in thelate 1970s. As I was completing my master’s, I heard about a teachingposition at Emory & Henry College in Southwest Virginia, where Itaught as a one-person journalism department from 1980-1984, whenI left to pursue a Ph.D. in communication at the University of Texas-Austin. 
Q: Where, and what courses, have you taught? 

Coward: At Emory & Henry I taught a number of skills course — news -writing and editing — as well as media courses such as introduction tomass communication, media law, and principles of public relations.

Coward

Historiography in Mass Communication46



After I completed my degree at Texas, I taught at Oklahoma, where Icontinued to teach skills courses, but also taught media history and apublic opinion class. I moved to the University of Tulsa in 1990, whereI’ve been a generalist, teaching skills courses as well as a variety ofmedia courses including mass communication and society, history andphilosophy of free expression, analysis of media, media history, seniorseminar, and so on. For several years, I taught a first-year course atTulsa called “From Fact to Fiction,” which examined literary journalismand creative nonfiction. I also supervise our department’s internshipprogram and regularly teach a class on Native Americans and the me -dia, which is my primary research area. 
Q: Tell us about your background in history — when did you first get

interested in historical research? How did your education prepare you to

be a historian? 

Coward: As I mentioned, my father was a Civil War history buff, andour family visited battlefields when I was a schoolboy. I have vividmemories of our Boy Scout trips to Shiloh in Tennessee, where wewalked the grounds and learned about the battle. I suspect these expe-riences kindled my interest in history. As an undergraduate, I was moreinterested in media law — I loved the backstories that led to majorSupreme Court decisions — but at Texas I turned toward history, whichwas more natural for me than legal research and writing. I took a mediahistory seminar as part of my doctoral program, as well as seminars inU.S. intellectual and cultural history with William Goetzmann, a PulitzerPrize-winning historian in the American Studies department at Texas,but I never took a class in historical research methods. I picked upmuch of that on my own. So I’d say my training as a historian was some-what haphazard, though my courses and training did give me the tools,ideas and wherewithal to teach myself how to do the kind of historical
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research I wanted to do. 
Q: Who or what have been major influences on your historical outlook

and work? 

Coward: I took an undergraduate journalism history class in 1970 or1971, and the professor — a retired army colonel and Missouri Ph.D.named Max Marshall — used the old Ed Emery book, The Press in Amer -

ica; so my undergraduate understanding of media history was mostlyfrom the “great man” school. I was pretty innocent of social and culturalhistory, which is why Michael Schudson’s Discovering the News wassuch a revelation when I read it as a doctoral student at Texas. I wasalso jolted by the ideas of James Carey, especially the ritual view ofcommunication, which he described as “the representation of sharedbeliefs.” This idea — and others — helped me understand and interpretmy research topic, Native American representations in the media. Inad dition, I was influenced by a number of historians who worked on theidea of the Indian in the Euro-American mind, such as Robert Berk -hofer, whose book, The White Man’s Indian, was an influence on my re -search. 
Q: What are the main areas or ideas on which you concentrate your his-

torical work? 

Coward: I’ve spent many years researching and writing about the ideaand image of American Indians in the U.S. media. I didn’t intend to studythis topic, but at Texas I became interested in all the organizational andtechnological developments in journalism in the nineteenth century —the invention of the telegraph, the beginning of photography, the rise ofthe illustrated press, the creation of the Associated Press, and so on.The nineteenth century was also a time of westward expansion, of
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course, which is what prompted me to think about the ways that Nativepeople were covered in the press during the era of Manifest Destinyand the Indian wars. Most of my research has focused on that topic —trying to describe, analyze and explain the ways American Indians wererepresented in the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century press. 
Q: Summarize for us the body of work — books, journal articles, and so

forth — that you have done related to history. 

Coward: My major historical works are my two books on NativeAmericans and the press, The Newspaper Indian, published in 1999, and
Indians Illustrated, published in 2016. I published a handful of journalarticles and book chapters too. I also compiled and introduced a collec-tion of newspaper stories and editorials about the nineteenth-centuryIndian wars, which was published as volume four of The Greenwood

Library of American War Reporting, published in 2005. I’ve also pub-lished a good number of book reviews on topics related to NativeAmericans and media, which has been my way of bringing more atten-tion to scholarship in this area. More recently, I have been researchingthe Native American press, focusing mostly on the activist newspapersof the 1960s and 1970s, the “Red Power” newspapers. This has led toseveral conference papers and works in progress, but I haven’t pub-lished much in this area yet. 
Q: Of the works you have written, from which ones did you get the most

satisfaction? 

Coward: The Newspaper Indian was satisfying because it was my firstbook and it was seen as a significant piece of research at the time. I gota lot of positive reviews, and the book was nominated for an awardfrom the Western Writers of America in 2000. I also got a positive re -
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sponse from a number of graduate students, who emailed me abouthow much they liked the book and how it influenced their research.That was gratifying. That said, I’m a slow researcher, and I worked formany years on Indians Illustrated; so I was really happy to have thatproject completed and in print after all the time and effort I put into it.That book has been well received too; so I’ve been happy about that. 
Q: We realize that it is difficult to judge one’s own work — and that the

most accomplished people are often the most modest — but if you had to

summarize your most important contributions to the field of JMC history,

what would they be?

Coward: I think my main contribution to the field has been my focus onNative Americans in the media, a topic that has not been studied exten-sively. When I began by dissertation research in the 1980s, I was sur-prised that the topic had been so neglected. There were a few disserta-tions and research articles on news coverage of the Indian wars andsimilar topics, as well as some essays and book chapters on Indianimages, but the field was understudied then — and remains so today. Ihope my research and writing have helped fill that gap and explainedthe nature and significance of Indian representations in the press, butthere’s still more work that needs to be done. 
Q: As you look back over your career, if you could do anything differently,

what would it be? 

Coward: That’s a tough question. I’m not sure. I don’t think I wouldchange my focus on Native Americans — I’m really glad I stayed withthat topic — but I do wish that I had been a faster researcher. I haveworked steadily over the years, but it took me a long time to siftthrough the evidence I found, develop my research questions and work
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out an interpretative framework to understand and explain the kinds ofideas and images I found in the press. Along the way, I had to educatemyself about the major events of Native American history and the his-tory of the American West, topics I knew little about when I started myresearch. For Indians Illustrated, I had to learn about the illustrationprocess, nineteenth-century American art history, the history of por-trait photography and more. All of this took time. So I wish I could haveworked faster, but in retrospect I think I needed that time to sortthrough the texts and images and explain them in ways that were trueto the times and made sense historically. 
Q: Tell us about your “philosophy of history” (or historical study in gener-

al or of JMC history in particular) or what you think are the most impor-

tant principles for studying history. 

Coward: I’m not sure I have a philosophy of history as such. That’sprobably a flaw in my career as a researcher. In any case, I’ve been in -fluenced by a variety of social theories and historical philosophies, es -pecially social and cultural history. For me, explaining Indian news sto-ries has been largely about context — the kinds of social and culturalideas that shaped the news. I don’t know that I’ve always been success-ful, but I tried to approach my primary sources — newspaper articles,editorials and images — without preconceived ideas so that I couldlook beyond the more obvious explanations and remain open to unex-pected themes and contradictions. I guess this was my version ofgrounded theory — making a close reading of the content itself beforeattempting to explain the larger ideas embedded in the news. To put it another way, I tried to develop my interpretations andexplanations of Indian representations in light of the larger issues sur-rounding the production of these stories. This includes the fraught his-tory of Indian-white relations in America, but also political, economic,
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religious and other forces that affected the ways Indians were imaginedand constructed in the American mind. I think my interest in these larg-er explanations comes from my literary and humanities interests — Iwas an undergraduate double major in journalism and English — and Ihave long been suspicious of simple explanations because they tend tooverlook or understate the complexity of human motives and social be -haviors, including the ambiguities that shaped Indian news coverage. 
Q: You’ve been active for many years in both the AJHA (American Jour -

nalism Historians Association) and the History Division of AEJMC (Associ -

ation for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication). How have

those organizations influenced your research? 

Coward: I’ve learned a lot from my colleagues over the years. My firstAEJMC conference was in 1982, and I made my first academic presen-tation at the AJHA conference in Las Vegas in 1985. So I’ve come toknow and appreciate the work done by professors from across thecountry, even when their research topics are different from mine.Clearly, there’s a scholarly cross-fertilization that occurs at these con-ferences, and that’s been rewarding both personally and professionally.As a grad student and young scholar, I got a lot of encouragement fromsenior scholars and colleagues in the field — people like Barbara Cloud,Alf Pratte, David Sloan, Jean Palmegiano, David Copeland, Bill Hunt -zicker and many others. Their support helped me develop as a re -searcher and teacher, and I’ve always been grateful for that. 
Q: How would you evaluate the quality of work being done today in JMC

history — its strengths and weaknesses? 

Coward: I have been impressed by a lot of the research I’ve seen inrecent years, especially the work of younger scholars. As you might ex -
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pect, many of them have brought new ideas and energy to the field. Ihave been impressed with the large number of women working in jour-nalism history and the perspectives and topics they’ve introduced.That’s helped keep the field relevant and certainly added to the body ofknowledge about the role of journalism in society. I do wish, however,that there were more Native American graduate students and scholarswriting about the history of the Native press and indigenous media, aswell as issues of race and representation of Native Americans. Nativescholars can bring indigenous perspectives to the field, raising ques-tions that other scholars — people like me, for example — might neverthink to ask. I expect that will happen, but it may take time to build acommunity of Native scholars in this area. 
Q: What do you think we in JMC history need to be doing to improve the

status of JMC history in (1) JMC education and (2) the wider field of histo-

ry in general? 

Coward: These are good questions, but I’m not sure I have very goodanswers. I’ve been in a small communication department — now re -tooled as media studies — at a small university for almost thirty years,and we’ve been pretty far outside the kind of mainstream of journalismeducation you find at major universities. We do offer media history, butit’s not a required course and it’s not taught every year. In my time atTulsa, most of our students have been interested in public relations andadvertising work, which means they don’t gravitate to media history.But I think it’s an important course for our students, and we have dis-cussed making media history a foundational course in our revised cur-riculum. One argument for that, of course, is the rapidly changing medialandscape of the past twenty years or so. To understand those changesand how they affect individuals and the larger society, it is important tounderstand the history of communication, journalism, media technolo-
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gy and so on. I think most journalism schools recognize this, but I knowthere’s been a long-running battle to keep journalism history central tothe curriculum, especially when resources are limited and there’s ahuge demand for skills and technology courses. Despite that, I continueto believe — naively, perhaps — that journalism history is a vital partof JMC education and that it contributes to a deeper understanding ofthe role of journalism in society. As for the wider field of history, I’m not sure how to make our pres-ence felt there in ways that could help JMC history. One idea is simplyto keep doing what we’re doing and wait for the broader field to cometo us. I say that because it seems that the significance of journalism andmedia more generally is being recognized now by some traditional his-torians who didn’t start out thinking much about journalism or themedia. The rise of the Internet and digital media has prompted thisreevaluation of journalism, bringing some historians closer to our field. Another way of expanding the reach of journalism history is simplyto do good work, by which I mean to produce first-rate scholarship inour field that can inform the larger historical conversation. If we canpublish articles and books that make the case for journalism and mediahistory as crucial to a greater understanding of American and worldhistory, then we won’t be seen as a minor subfield of the discipline.That’s easier said than done, of course, but I don’t think it’s impossiblegiven the quality of the work of the best journalism historians. 
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Steve Casey received the 2018 American Jour -
nalism Historians Association award for the best

book published in 2017 for The War Beat, Europe:

The Amer ican Media at War Against Nazi Germany

(Oxford Uni versity Press). A specialist in American
foreign policy, he teaches at the London School of
Eco nom ics and Political Science. His other books are
Cau tious Crusade: Franklin D. Roosevelt, American

Pub lic Opinion, and the War against Nazi Germany,

1941-1945 (2001); Selling the Korean War: Propaganda, Politics, and Pub -

lic Opinion, 1950-1953 (2008), which won both the Truman Book Award
and the Neustadt Prize for the best book on American politics; and When

Soldiers Fall: How Americans Have Debated Combat Casual ties, from

World War I to the War on Terror (2014), which also won the Neustadt
Prize. The following interview deals with The War Beat, Europe.

Q: Give us a brief summary of your book.

Casey: Based on a wealth of previously untapped primary sources, The

War Beat, Europe provides the first comprehensive account of whatAme rican war correspondents witnessed, what they were allowed topublish, and how their reports shaped the home front’s perception ofWorld War II, from America’s first offensive in North Africa in 1942 toNazi Germany’s unconditional surrender in 1945.
Q: How did you get the idea for your book?
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Casey: One of the conundrums I faced when working on Selling the

Korean War more than a decade ago, was why and how General DouglasMacArthur belatedly introduced censorship in December 1950. Withmany news organizations claiming that the Korean War rules wereunprecedented in their severity, MacArthur responded that he had “lift-ed [them] almost bodily” from the World War II regulations. Not want-ing to take anything that MacArthur said at face value, I began search-ing for books on the media-military relationship during World War II,only to draw a blank. At that time, historians had produced excellentwork on propaganda and censorship inside the United States, includingAllan Winkler’s Politics of Propaganda and Michael Sweeney’s Secrets of

Victory, but there was very little on how war correspondents had oper-ated in and around the distant battle zones. This was the gap I decidedto fill. Originally, I planned to cover Europe and the Pacific in one volume,but such a book would have been too long. A different cast of militarycharacters also existed in the two theaters, with reporters facing Eisen -hower and the air force in Europe and MacArthur and the navy in Asia.So The War Beat, Europe tells only half of the story. The War Beat, Pacificis scheduled for publication in 2020.
Q: Tell us about the research you did for your book — What were your

sources, how did you research your book, how long did you spend, and so

forth?

Casey: Researching how the military sought to control the media in andaround the battlefield was relatively straightforward. The army keptcopious records that now reside in the National Archives in CollegePark, Md., with most army documents relating to publicity and censor-ship to be found in the 000.7 Decimal File. Key officers also left lettersand memoranda that can be consulted in a few major research centers:
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the Eisenhower Library in Abilene, Kan., the Military History Institutein Carlisle, Pa., the VMI in Lexington, Va., and the Citadel in Charleston,S.C. Trying to piece together how and why reporters produced the sto-ries they did presented a greater challenge. I focused on the output first,using the excellent Proquest Historical Newspapers database, as well asthe microfilm version of titles like the Chicago Daily News and Wash -

ington Daily News in the Library of Congress Newspaper Reading Room.The LC also contains a large archive of NBC radio broadcasts. Once I hadthe stories, I hunted down as many of the private papers as possible. Ialso found the records of a number of news organizations to be invalu-able, especially the AP Archives in New York, the Sulzberger Papers atthe New York Public Library, and the Chicago Tribune Company Rec -ords at Cantigny, Ill.Armed with a digital camera, my technique in any archive is to pho-tograph all the documents that might be relevant. I then spend weekstrawling through them, organizing and noting, when I return home.
Q: Besides the sources you used, were there any others you wish you had

been able to examine?

Casey: The book’s starting point is to document the activities of thosecorrespondents who reached the biggest audience at the time. Only afew of them left any letters or diaries from the war, however. As a re -sult, I yearned for more information about the private hopes and fearsof men like Wes Gallagher of the Associated Press (AP), Bill Stonemanof the Chicago Daily News, Drew Middleton of the New York Times,Homer Bigart of the New York Herald Tribune, and John Thompson ofthe Chicago Tribune. Even those who did bequeath private collectionsto university libraries left much more material on their pre- and post-war careers. 
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Q: Based on your research for the book, what would you advise other his-

torians in our field about working with sources?

Casey: Don’t ignore the hierarchies within which the war correspon-dents operated. Too many historical works are organized as biographi-cal studies of “exceptional individuals in exceptional circumstances,”but reporters are never free agents. Situating them not only within thestructure of their own news organizations, but also inside the militaryunits they were accredited to, gives a greater depth to the analysis.Crucially, it also helps to uncover important sources that are absent inprivate collections. Letters from, say, Middleton or Gallagher to theireditors and bureau chiefs are available in the Sulzberger Papers and APArchives, and help to fill the gap highlighted above. Because the mili-tary acted as transmitter as well as censor, army and navy recordssome times contain a large number of service messages between thereporters and their bosses.
Q: What were the challenges you faced in researching your book?

Casey: The most obvious challenges were those that face anyresearcher: time and money. A university professor is often only a part-time researcher, who has to cram archival trips into those preciousmoments when teaching and administration can be put to one side. Auniversity professor based in Britain also has the added costs of lengthyand expensive plane trips. Whereas someone working on, say, presi-dential history can apply for research grants from presidential li -braries, there are fewer sources of funding for anyone looking to con-sult the media collections scattered across the country.After collecting the material, I had to overcome the unevenness ofnot just what various individuals and organizations had left behind, butalso the quality of prose in the surviving documents. Military memos
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tended to be terse, dry, and fact-filled. Letters by a stylist as good asErnie Pyle were filled with colorful insights. The first drafts of The War

Beat reflected this disparity — the sections on the military being muchduller than those based on the correspondents’ communications. Myearlier books had been straightforward academic monographs, withthe methodological architecture to the fore. I wanted this book to bemore readable, and it took a considerable amount of time and effort toensure that the narrative on, for example, Eisenhower’s planning for D-Day was of the same pace and quality as the experiences of Pyle, RobertCapa, and Ernest Hemingway in the days leading up to June 6, 1944. 
Q: Is it possible to get too close to a research subject? How do historians

maintain their neutrality of viewpoint when conducting and interpreting

research?

Casey: It is certainly easy to admire and respect reporters like BillStoneman or Don Whitehead, to name just two, who landed on most ofthe invasion beaches in North Africa and Europe armed with just atypewriter. Unlike other books in this field, which concentrate on thebravery and exploits of war reporters, my goal was to take a step backand focus on how these experiences influenced the ultimate output, inorder to understand how the American home front experienced thisdistant war.Looking at the published story as much as the back story enabledme — hopefully — to avoid the obvious pitfalls associated with heroworship, but it also contained another danger. Views on war and themedia remain heavily influenced by Vietnam, especially the claim thata group of inexperienced and biased reporters turned the publicagainst the war during the 1960s and early 1970s. Seen against thisbackdrop, the media during World War II is often viewed as a tamepart ner in the war-winning team. As I sought to establish the main
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themes of World War II reporting, I tried to place to one side what hadhappened in the subsequent decades, and treat these correspondentson the basis of the standards of their time.
Q: What new insights does your book provide?

Casey: Perhaps the most important insight is how the nature of thefighting in World War II exerted a profound influence over the corre-spondents’ actions. Previous works have treated the war as either anideological inspiration (reporters inevitably joining the military teambecause the Nazi enemy was so evil) or an arena for adventure (re -porters naturally heading to the front because this was the only placewhere their heroics would lead to fame and fortune). In contrast, The

War Beat, argues that the way in which this war was fought is crucial tounderstanding when and why correspondents felt compelled to forge aclose partnership with the military.This dynamic operated in a variety of ways. When the United Statesfinally became a full belligerent in December 1941, a basic asymmetryexisted between the military and the media. While the army wasstocked full of war virgins, their counterparts in the media tended to bewar veterans, who had covered the battles in Europe since 1939 andwere not about to become submissive junior partners to a bunch of offi-cers who only knew about war from training manuals — or these re -porters’ own dispatches. As soon as the American fight-back began, however, extreme perilacted like a powerful adhesive, fastening the media and military togeth-er. Indeed, because conquering the Nazi empire required a combinationof amphibious assaults and sustained bombing missions, war reportershad little choice but to cozy up to the military hierarchy: it was theironly chance of getting a coveted spot on a landing craft or Flying Fort -ress. Since the upcoming mission was invariably so dangerous, the cho-
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sen war correspondents rarely disputed the military’s fierce determi-nation to enforce total operational security. Faced with the prospect oflanding on a hostile shore bristling with enemy guns, not even thebravest, most competitive, most reckless reporter wanted the enemy tobe alerted ahead of time. The problems tended to come afterwards,when the acute danger receded and the rationale behind the restric-tions no longer appeared so compelling. Then reporters would revert totype, heading off on their own, digging for stories that spelled troubleand challenging the censors for blocking dispatches that they thoughtwere in the public interest.
Q: What findings most surprised you?

Casey: I was constantly surprised by the quality of the articles the warcorrespondents produced in such demanding conditions. Too muchattention has been paid to the role of censorship in fostering an exces-sively antiseptic version of the war in media reports. For the correspon-dents who joined a bombing mission or boarded a landing craft, censor-ship was often the least of their worries. Take Don Whitehead on D-Day.After a number of nervous, sleepless nights, the AP reporter spentmuch of June 6 laying prostate in a hastily scrabbled trench, amid thecarnage on Omaha beach. After finally hauling himself into a moresecure foxhole, he felt he “was ready to drop with fatigue,” but he stillhad to tap out his story, which he did “that afternoon under shellfirethat made his typewriter jump on his shaking knees.”Whitehead’s D-Day dispatch was not his most vivid piece of writing— it merely described American troops wading ashore to the “rattle ofmachine guns and the bursting of shells” — but, under the circum-stances, it is amazing that he was able to produce anything coherent atall. 
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Q: What advice would you give to people in our field who are considering

doing a book in JMC history?

Casey: There are so many great topics that remain unresearched, and,although you shouldn’t have to, you need to make the case as aggres-sively as possible for writing about them from an historical perspective.Political scientists too often ignore JMC history, viewing it as littlemore than an intervening variable between the state and society. Otherhistorical sub-fields also disregard it, as they concentrate on social andcultural trends, or political and military leaders. Yet JMC history mat-ters. Rather than a relatively irrelevant intervening variable, the mediaoperates as the public’s window on the world, and it is impossible tounderstand how and why the nation responds to issues like war andpeace without a knowledge of the way these subjects were reported atthe time. Moreover, cultural, political, and military leaders are invari-ably obsessed with how they are portrayed in the press, and they oftensay the most revealing things to reporters.As an added inducement, book presses are extremely interested inpublishing work on this subject, especially if they receive a proposalwithout too much jargon. 

Casey

Historiography in Mass Communication62

CLICK HERE
TO RETURN
TO TABLE OF
CONTENTS


