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The First Duty of Historians
(and why some historians shirk it)

By Wm. David Sloan ©

David Sloan, a professor emeritus from the University of Alabama, is the author/edi-
tor of more than fifty books. The founder of the American Journalism His torians
As soci ation, he is a recipient of its Kobre Award for lifetime achievement and of a
variety of other awards.

© 2024. The author owns the copyright to this article.

Historians are bound to many duties. But only
one is supreme. Yet many challenges make it

difficult to achieve.
Historians are responsible to society, to high

ethical standards, to proper use of methodology.
ey must be fair-minded in dealing with people
and judicious in dealing with material. ey must
offer well-informed, thoughtful, honest explana-
tions. ey must help readers think analytically.

ey must help them appreciate the past, comprehend issues of the
present, and understand society and other people.

Historians have responsibilities to themselves and to the communi-
ty of historians. ey must be candid about their perspectives. ey
must be self-reflective about their own views and think critically about
their thinking.

ey must be honest and trustworthy, “practicing their craft with
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integrity” and “honoring the integrity of the historical record.” at
standard comes from the American Historical Associ ation.

Historians must avoid conflicts of interest. at means they must,
among other obligations, refrain from peer-reviewing articles and re -
viewing books when they have, as Antoon De Baets expresses it in Re­-
sponsible­History, a “conflict or harmony of interests” with either the
topics or the authors. e Organization of Concerned Historians has
adopted that standard.

at’s a long list, but I probably have overlooked several responsi-
bilities.

In fact, the first duty of historians doesn’t appear in the list.
eir­first­duty­is­to­the­true­past. 
Expressed another way, their duty is to give­an­accurate­account­of

the­objective­past. 
Historians’ essential, primary responsibility is to construct a chron-

icle that renders the past as it really was. eirs is an obligation to tell
readers the knowable truth as best as possible.

Why is it of utmost importance that we historians try to explain
history as it truly was — that in good faith we seek to capture accurately
the experience, the thought and feeling, the life of a time past?

e answer is simple, yet its consequences vast.
History can benefit us only if what we think we know about it is

correct. No contractor could build a skyscraper if the blueprint were all
wrong. Nor can people make wise decisions founded on a history that
is erroneous. If we have a faulty understanding of the past, if the history
that historians construct is just a fabrication, then it provides no foun-
dation for our beliefs. If what people know of the past is fantasy, then
any views they build on it will be frail or, worse, fictive. 

at is just as true in mass communication as it is in economics or
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education, in democracy or autocracy, belief or atheism, geology or
archaeology — in fact, in the study of anything that has a past.

We must have accurate history if we are to profit from it.
at answer isn’t difficult to understand, but some historians aren’t

aware of it or they simply ignore it. Others just find it inconvenient —
because it doesn’t square with their desire to use the past to support
their own views.

eir approach rejects the highest purpose of history. In some his-
torical writing, even in the field of JMC history, the historians begin
with their own isms and then try to make the past conform. Ancient
theologians were fond of saying that “in the beginning God created
Man in His own image, and ever since then man has been trying to cre-
ate god in man’s image.” Historians sometimes commit the same error.
ey recreate the past according to their own prejudices.

But history yields its value only if historians first seek to describe
and explain the actual, factual past.

Of what value is history if we want to use it to help us understand
an issue of today but don’t know what the past in fact was? How can
history help us comprehend media partisanship today if our compre-
hension of it in the past is defective? How can we use history to help us
understand the meaning of the First Amendment in 2024 if our histor-
ical accounts of it in 1791 are mistaken? If our chronicles of the past are
flawed, they provide no help with the present.

at statement does have a caveat. It’s this: A fake account of the
past can benefit the faker if it helps to advance the faker’s cause in the
present. Sham historians, even in the JMC field, sometimes skew the
past in order to use it for their own purposes. 

ey do a disservice to history.
Without a truthful rendering, histories become mere fiction and

The First Duty of Historians
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benefit only the fibbers.
As important as historians’ main duty is, impediments stand in the

path to achieving it. Most of them represent bias in one form or anoth-
er. Bias may wear many faces. Especially prevalent in the scholastic
milieu are prejudices arising from political partisanship, ideological
Cul tural Studies and radical multiculturalism, Critical eory, decon-
struction, and even preferences for such a worthy cause as diversity
when they excite the historian’s passion. Good historians should keep
biases at arm’s length, not embrace them.

But it’s not impossible for historians to achieve their main duty. In
fact, they have been doing it for generations. Even as others have been
seduced by the biases that roam throughout popular and academic cul-
ture, many continue to practice good historiography.

So how do historians fulfill their main duty? It’s not hard. ey
simply adhere to the tenets of historiography.

Obviously, the first step is to evade the impediments. Honest his-
torians try to avoid bias. ey refrain from being partisans. ey’re vig-
ilant against the dangers that ideological approaches such as Critical
eory and radical multiculturalism pose. ey don’t allow ardor for an
ism to supersede their commitment to good history.

ey’re open-minded. ey’re particularly thoughtful about oppos-
ing points of view. ey respect opinions that disagree with their own.
ey exhibit a sense of humility.

ey focus on the past. ey’re more interested in history than
today. ey don’t let an interest in the present distort their understand-
ing of earlier times. ey don’t use history to try to validate their views
about the present.

ey avoid beginning their study with preconceptions about what
they’ll find. ey start with clear eyes and a clean view, unmarred by
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either uninformed notions or unmindful predispositions. ey’re excit-
ed about what they might uncover, but they don’t know what it will be.
ey don’t know the destination they will reach before they start on the
road to discovery.

ey use historical methodology properly. ey immerse them-
selves in sources. ey’re exhaustive in their research. ey understand
the principles of working with both primary and secondary sources.
ey evaluate all sources rigorously. ey’re alert not to prefer sources
that buttress their own views.

ey’re self-reflective. ey ponder their presumptions. ey have
a long history of examining their own thought. ey continue to do so
every day. ey don’t take positions or offer explanations without un -
derstanding their own persuasions. ey work conscientiously at know-
ing themselves.

Only by fulfilling their duties to historiography, to others, and to
themselves can historians perform their first duty. Only by being true
historians can they be true to history.

The First Duty of Historians
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Historians face tough times today. In the
1980s and 1990s, scores of scholars were

schooled in deconstructionism and postmodernism.
ese two philosophical approaches to language,
truth, and fact were the products of work by Euro -
pean scholars such as Michel Foucault, Jacques
Derrida, Jean Boudrillard, and Jean-François Lyo -
tard, the first to use the term “postmodernism” in
an academic work. Post modernism taught those

scholars to be skeptical of anything claiming to be truth, objective real-
ity, even morality. Lyotard and other postmodernists see knowledge as
so cially conditioned, or socially constructed rather than objectively
real.1 By way of example, for a postmodernist, a red pen is not just a red
pen; it is a symbol of dominance when wielded by teacher or professor.

e dominance of postmodernism and deconstructionism, as well
as post-structuralism, has led some scholars, including some in mass
communications, to accept the notion that truth cannot be fixed and
that facts are actually only an individual’s perception of a phenomenon.
Admittedly, America’s current theatre-of-the-absurd political culture,
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combined with Kellyanne Conway’s invention of “alternative facts,”
could lead even the staunchest positivist to question just how real reality
is.2

Given the prevailing intellectual climate and that the predominant
research methods in mass communication tend toward the social scien-
tific testing of theory, it is not surprising that some historians find
them selves drifting toward a more theoretical approach to their work.
is tendency is likely amplified by demands from reviewers for state-
ments of theoretical framework and methodology to be addressed prior
to publication or presentation.

All of this overlooks the fact that historical research is traditionally
atheoretical. In his editor’s preface to R. G. Collingwood’s 1946 work
e­Idea­of­History, T. M. Knox maintained that, as of the 19th century,
historians adopted the positivist epistemology to drive their work.
Consequently, the focus is on reason and knowledge. Objective reason
and knowledge that is grounded in verifiable facts.3 A historian’s verifi-
able facts are not the same as those of a scientist, Collingwood would
argue in the main body of the book. After all, historians typically,
though not exclusively, study people who are long dead and events that
have long since passed. Consequently, they are reconstructing the past
from available evidence, evidence that often is sketchy and incomplete.
No, Collingwood argued, history is a particular type of thinking that
focuses on what people in the past have done. Its purpose, he argued, is
to create human self-knowledge so as to explain human na ture.4

Take, for example, the 19th-century notion of the cult of true
womanhood. Women of the 19th century were taught their place was
within the home, that to be true women, they were to be pious, pure,
submissive, and domestic.5 Of these four characteristics, piousness was
considered the most important, as illustrated by the Rev. J. J.

van Tuyll
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Worcester, Jr., at a time when women were agitating for more rights.
He reminded his parishioners that “She who seeks to make herself what
God meant her to be has the sure promise of success; she who seeks to
make herself something else than God meant her to be is fore-doomed
in reaching the goal, and to become dwarfed and deformed in the at -
tempt.” Women, the good reverend continued, existed to balance out
men; “to supply his defects.” Further, he argued that a woman’s
“sphere” was her home and her “work” was “to inspire, to purify, to ele-
vate, to ameliorate, to comfort, and to adorn.”6 is idea was prevalent
in 19th-century America and had a profound influence on how women
lived their lives at least up to the Civil War. As Stephanie McCurry ex -
plained in her work on gender relations and slavery in low country
South Carolina, “Patriarchal prerogatives were deeply embedded in the
law of every state in Antebellum America....”7

One of the first academic works to examine the notion of the cult
of true womanhood described it as a means of holding a woman
“hostage in the home.” Author Barbara Welter agreed with the Rev.
Worcester that piousness was the chief characteristic of a true woman.
Religion was a source of strength for women, and it allowed social
engagement that did not really remove women from their place inside
the household gate — the private sphere. She also enumerated the other
characteristics that mark the cult of true womanhood: piety, domestic-
ity, and submissiveness.8

In this work, and in others since, Welter explains why women were,
as some historians claim, seemingly so invisible in the 19th century.
eirs is one interpretation of the nature of women in the 19th century.
It is one heavily influenced by 20th-century feminist theory, and it uses
that theory to frame an explanation for why people behaved the way
they did in an earlier time. Two problems arise, however. First feminist

True Facts: History in a Post-Truth Age
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thought as it existed in 1966 did not exist in 1860, hence it may not be
an appropriate mechanism for explaining hu man behavior 100 years
earlier. Second, if one delves deeply enough in to the history of the time,
it seems questionable whether all women of the period would have
bought into the idea of the cult of true womanhood. 

For example, a feminist movement was budding by mid-19th cen-
tury. at movement focused more on suffrage than broad equal rights
but certainly represents a step beyond the household gate and into the
public sphere, particularly when one considers that the suffragists often
worked in tandem with abolitionists to address not one but two social
wrongs.9 Harriet Beecher Stowe breeched all sorts of social norms when
she published Uncle­Tom’s­Cabin under her own name, for she definite-
ly stepped outside the household gate and into the public limelight. Her
work became the epicenter for the most significant na tional debate of
her lifetime, a debate that women did not shy away from. 

e national debates over slavery and suffrage emboldened wo men
who had previously accepted their being hostages at home to speak out
publicly. Julia Tyler, wife of the former president John Tyler,
denounced Stowe’s book in a public letter published first in the Rich­-
mond­Enquirer but picked up by other newspapers. In that letter, she
de clared that “all the thinking women,” whether from the South or the
North would denounce the meddling of “a circle of well-placed British
ladies” who had been inspired by fictional works to encourage American
women to embrace abolitionism. Tyler was annoyed enough by the
book to step outside the sphere to which she acknowledged God had
assigned women and pen a response to the petition. She wrote, “ere
are some of the concerns of life in which the conventionalities are prop-
erly to be disregarded, and this is one of them.”10

Other women, such as Louisa McCord of South Carolina, a slavery
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apologist who fell more into the gestalt of true womanhood, wrote
widely on the economics and political culture of slavery, but she only
stepped partially outside the household gate. She published all she
wrote only under her initials, and she wrote only as long as her husband
was alive. She, too, took on Stowe’s fiction-based indictment of slavery
in a formal review in the Southern­Literary­Review. She referred to the
book as appealing to “second-rate literary taste(s).”11

From a “bigger-picture” perspective, Ronald J. Zboray and Mary
Saracino Zboray examined political involvement by Antebellum
women in the North and discovered that their experience in America’s
political culture was not so different from that of men. Women were
heavily in volved in writing and thinking about politics, even to the
point of informally running campaigns in some instances. One of their
examples was Persis Sibley Andrews, wife of Charles Andrews, a
Democratic member of the Maine state legislature who depended on
Persis to help him win his campaigns and dig him out of political quag-
mires. He even considered his campaigns for office to be theirs, not just
his. In September 1850, when her husband was running for the U.S.
House, Persia boldly stated, “I love politics.” e Zborays concluded
that the women they studied showed “little trace ... of the domesticity,
religion, benevolence, or reform that so much dominate accounts of
women’s history before the Civil War. Rather, these women demon-
strate that they could and did speak in a decidedly unalloyed political
register.”12

In essence, the works cited here present two views of the nature of
American women and their involvement or non-involvement in 19th-
century public life. If history were as scientific a field as some try to
make it, it would be possible to formulate a theory, devise an experi-
ment or survey to test that theory so as to achieve findings to support

True Facts: History in a Post-Truth Age
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one or the other of these interpretations of the political lives of 19th-
century women. However, history is not scientific. It is not something
that can be studied, with few exceptions, via the scientific method, nor
even the theory-grounded social scientific methods used by other types
of mass communication researchers. Instead, historical research
methodology is much closer to legal methodology. As is true of the law,
historical research is grounded in evidence and the interpretation there-
of. To prepare for a case, a lawyer finds all the threads of evidence avail-
able, and she uses them to create as complete a picture of what hap-
pened as possible — who did what to whom with what effect, in com-
munication parlance. It may be an incomplete picture — eye witnesses
are notoriously unreliable; security cameras may not have been working;
DNA evidence may be inconclusive. Likewise, the historian tries to
reconstruct a situation based on available records. e end product is
“an objective, factual historical narrative.”13

Who is right about the role of women in the 19th century? Welter?
e Zborays? Both? Neither? Likely, both have some handle on the
truth, but ultimately, the truth of the role of women in the 19th century
is unknowable. It is something that can be “theorized” about, though
not in the way social scientists build theory. Rather, in a historical con-
text, to theorize is to suggest possibilities. 

As a research group of computer scientists observed in an article
encouraging the use of historical methodology in their field, “Historians
are notoriously practical.” ey choose their methods based on the
questions they are trying to answer. ey ground their work in perceiv-
able evidence. e writer continued, “At the core of all historical re -
search is evidence and its careful handling.”14

is reliance on facts and evidence, as opposed to acceptance of a
more relativistic or theory-based methodology, places historians very
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much outside the norm in a post-truth, post-fact era when the belief in
objectivity, reason, and intellectual purity are not just out of vogue but
down-right doubted. at does not mean that historians should change
their methods, regardless of how many reviewers demand statements of
methodology or inquire into what theory is driving the project. It
means, just as the aforementioned computer scientists have realized,
that historical method, grounded in objective reasoning and analysis of
facts, is valuable. It means historians should be in the fray fighting for a
place at the mass communication table, for they have something of
equal, if not greater, value to offer both professional and academic com-
munications practitioners: truth, as far as it can be discerned, and facts.
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Joe Campbell received the 2024 Sidney Kobre Award for Lifetime
Achievement from the American Journalism Historians Association.
Following are excerpts of remarks he delivered on accepting the award.
The AJHA presented the award at its convention in Pittsburgh, Pa., in early
October.

In keeping with a spirit of courteous “rabblerous-
ing,” allow me to offer seven suggestions for en -

hancing high-quality research in journalism history.
(1) My first suggestion dates to the mid-1990s

and lessons learned during my days at UNC-Chap -
el Hill. 

My PhD adviser at Carolina, the late Bob
Stevenson, urged his students to recognize the crit-
ical importance of addressing the “so what?” ques-

tion in scholarly research — to go beyond the descriptive to include an
analytical patina in books, papers, chapters, and dissertations, and
explain why­it matters, why­scholars should be aware of the research. 

Bob reasoned that by ignoring the impertinent but vital “so what?”
question, scholars risked being confronted with even more withering
questions — such as “who cares?” and “why bother?”
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It was a lesson that shaped my academic career, and the books and
papers and commentaries that I have written. “So what?” indeed.

I encourage you, fellow journalism historians, to be sure your
research doesn’t shy from “so what?” and make clear how your work
contributes to the field: What does it tell us more broadly about media
history? And what about this research is so important that scholars,
especially media scholars, ought to be familiar with it?

(2) Distantly related to the primacy of the “so what” question is my
second suggestion: ere is no shame in self-promotion. 

In fact, scholars almost have to be self-promoters these days: not
egregious, over-the-top self-promoters, but gentle if persistent self-pro-
moters — in their department, in their school, in their university, in
their associations, and, especially, in their research.

Self-promotion is particularly vital when a scholar comes out with
a new book. 

Few publishers these days will spend more than a few weeks or a
couple of months marketing and promoting the book; so it falls to
authors to do much of it.

If you think about it, self-promotion also is a way of promoting
jour nalism history. ere’s no need to be squeamish about calling atten-
tion to your research; in doing so, you’re calling attention to journalism
history as well.

(3) Related to self-promotion is my third suggestion — which is to
strive, to the extent you can, to share your research with popular audi-
ences, by writing op-eds, agreeing to podcast interviews, accepting me -
dia interviews, and even suggesting to C-SPAN that one of your classes
would be a fine fit for its “Lectures in History” series.

By all means, let media relations staffers at your college or universi-
ty know what you’re doing: Tell them of your interest in speaking to
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popular audiences. Talking about your research helps promote journal-
ism history, and helps keep it relevant beyond the academy. 

(4) Fourth, strive to inject even-handed rigor into your work, and
avoid the temptation to treat research papers as polemics, as opportuni-
ties for pushing an agenda. Or for drawing conclusions unsupported by
logic or evidence.

I’ve seen, on recent occasions, a few extreme and implausible accu-
sations infiltrate research papers.

e late Don Shaw at UNC-Chapel Hill, a father of agenda-setting
theory, used to say that conference papers were a bit like vaudeville, a
little more free-wheeling than journal articles. I’m sure he didn’t mean
that almost anything goes. 

He surely would not have green-lighted conclusions unsupported
by fact or logic. Or by academic rigor.

(5) My fifth suggestion is to embrace and encourage viewpoint
diversity, in research and in the classroom. Do battle against the echo
chamber and the homogeneity of political thought. Take pains to allow
space for the expression of evidence-backed contrarian views. 

Doing so is to enhance the texture and quality of scholarship. And
it’s intellectually engaging to expose views to scrutiny and critique and
evidence-based contrary interpretations — which can improve the qual-
ity of argument and discourse. 

After all, history — and media history — repeatedly tell us that
received wisdom often is in error. Or steeped in mythology. Steeped in
media myth.

(6) Sixth, I suggest imposing — or self-imposing — a limit of 150
words on negative reviews of research papers, as a way both to lessen the
sting felt by the author and focus the reviewer’s assessment and sugges-
tions.

Seven Suggestions for JMC Historians
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ere is no need to deliver repeated negative hits in making the
point the paper needs more work before it’s ready for conference pres-
entation. ere is no need for snotty or gratuitous comments lobbed
from behind the cloak of anonymity — comments such as this paper
should have been better submitted as a “work in progress.” 

If the paper is incoherent, or makes outlandish claims and unsub-
stantiated conclusions, by all means reviewers should say so. 

But restrict such criticism to no more than 150 words. at’s ade-
quate. at will do. 

(7) Finally, I encourage you to support the AJHA endowment, as a
way to help ensure the organization’s longer-term financial health and
stability. ere was some talk at last year’s convention about the endow-
ment, and I hope it receives more attention here in Pittsburgh.

With that in mind, I will in a few moments hand [AJHA treasurer]
Ken Ward an envelope containing a check payable to AJHA, for $100,
to help further support the endowment. 

ank you for your courtesy, and thank you, again, for this won-
derful honor and recognition.

Campbell
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Ross Collins is a professor of journalism at North Dakota State Uni -
versity. He received his Ph.D. in French history from University of

Cambridge. His research specialties include the press
of Third Republic France (1871-1940), World War I
(1914-1918), and American frontier journalism (1865-
1890). He has written five books and edited three oth-
ers. Among them are Children, War and Propaganda;

The Rise of Western Journalism, 1815-1914: Essays on

the Press in Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Great

Britain and the United States (with Jean Palmegiano);
World War I & World War II, the European Theater (in
the series Greenwood Library of American War

Report ing); and World War I: Primary Documents on Events from 1914 to

1919 (in the series Debating Historical Issues in the Media of the Time).

Historiography: Tell­us­a­little­about­your­family­background­—­where
you­were­born­and­grew­up,­your­education,­and­so­forth.

Collins: I’m originally from Minnesota, where my Norwegian ances-
tors on my mother’s side settled in the 1880s. I grew up as an only child
of a single mother. She was a daily newspaper reporter during a tough
time for women in journalism. I never met my father. I attended a
Cath olic school through grade six, then a state-supported institution
through secondary school, and then undergraduate and graduate educa-
tion. As an undergraduate at Minnesota State University Moorhead I
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double-majored in history and mass communication with a minor in
French. M.A. in European cultural history from University of Warwick,
UK; Ph.D. in French history from University of Cambridge, UK.

My first wife, Julie, died in 2004. I will never forget the flowers and
card of sympathy from the AJHA, sent by the indefatigably kind Carol
Sue Humphrey. Many AJHA members met my second wife, Kanako,
who is from Japan, at the Dallas conference. She works as a pharmacist.
My hobbies include bridge, stamp collecting, woodworking and pack-
ratting. I also teach yoga.

Historiography: What­did­you­do­professionally­before­going­into­teach-
ing?

Collins: I began as a newspaper photojournalist, moved into reporting,
and then into public relations. I freelanced for three years until I real-
ized I couldn’t really pay the rent from that effort. I worked in public
re lations at both Minnesota State-Moorhead and the University of
North Dakota.

Historiography: Where,­and­what­courses,­have­you­taught?

Collins: I taught writing, photography and design at Minnesota State
and University of North Dakota, Grand Forks, before moving to North
Dakota State University, Fargo, in 1993. At NDSU I have taught 20
different courses both at the undergraduate and graduate levels, includ-
ing mass media history to undergraduates and, as a seminar, to graduate
students.

Historiography: Tell­us­about­your­background­in­history:­When­did­you
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first­get­ interested­in­historical­research?­How­did­your­education­prepare
you­to­be­a­historian?­etc.

Collins: I used to tell people it began with an undergraduate class on
World War I. However, I was going through my mother’s boxes — she
saved everything — and came across a history test I had taken in sev-
enth grade, topic, the Civil War. I got an A! So I guess I had an early
knack. Possibly my mom’s packrat tendencies prepared me for the
warm feeling of comfort I have working in archives. As a journalism
major, I came to recognize the close ties of journalism and history, and
so I added a second major in history. I thought a master’s in history
could enhance my abilities as a journalist, and I wanted to get out of the
Midwest for a while. So I applied to history programs in the UK. It was
my first introduction to real research in history. I did end up choosing
a topic related to World War I, for both master’s and Ph.D. I guess I
wanted to make up for the “B” that I got in that class as an undergrad-
uate. 

Historiography: Who­or­what­have­been­the­major­influences­on­your­his-
torical­outlook­and­work?

Collins: I had undergraduate history instructors whose passion pulled
me into the discipline. At that time there were no PowerPoints, You -
Tube videos, or Internet resources. ere was only one person standing
in front of a class with a chalkboard, hoping to kindle enthusiasm in a
topic that students presumed must be boring. I’m afraid my own teach-
ing has seldom met their rigorous standards. Clearly my master’s and
Ph.D. advisors dominated my approach to actual scholarship, as we
would expect. Both were social and cultural historians who had rigorous
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standards for scholarship that probably I also seldom meet. But I will
say that possibly the biggest single influence to a career in the discipline
has been members of the AJHA. Instead of ignoring new members, as
I’ve found to be the case in many academic organizations, established
AJHA members swooped in to introduce themselves and to offer oppor-
tunities for me to participate. Committee appointments, publishing op -
portunities, and evaluation for tenure — the AJHA was there for me.
Despite what I think is my tendency to be a loner and a bit, well, bluff,
I ended up where I never expected to be — as 2018-2019 president of
this great organization. (Okay. I ran unopposed.)

Historiography: What­are­the­main­areas­or­ideas­on­which­you­concen-
trate­your­historical­work?

Collins: Almost all my post-graduate education has been in social and
cultural history. Historians will disagree on what that means, but my
experience emphasized study of cultural structures and influences out-
side of traditional political history. While my graduate advisors were
not journalism historians, they readily agreed that journalism history
was within the parameters. Both my master’s thesis and Ph.D. disserta-
tion emphasized aspects of journalism in Britain and France before and
during the World War I years. When I moved to Fargo for a tenure-
track position at North Dakota State University, I realized I would be
far from European archives and so I should choose a second research
area. Most reasonable, considering where I was, seemed to be western
frontier journalism. Specifically, I have taken a closer look at frontier
journalism during the long drive era of the cattlemen and cowboys,
1866-1890. 

A few years ago a publisher asked me to consider writing a cultural
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history of chocolate. It occurred to me that this research would bring
me back to my academic roots in cultural history, but in a new area far
from my focus of the last 30 years. I found the opportunity refreshing
and challenging — and I did manage to pull in a little journalism his-
tory. I loved how this book turned out, and I think readers would love
it too, but unfortunately, as is so often the case, publishers priced it at
a level aimed at libraries, not general public.

Historiography: Summarize­ for­ us­ the­ body­ of­work­—­books,­ journal
articles,­and­so­forth­—­that­you­have­done­related­to­history.

Collins: I have published or edited eight books, three monographs, 22
scholarly articles and five encyclopedia chapters on aspects of journalism
and history. Two were edited textbooks, one in copy editing and the
other in photography. I am pleased to say two articles were in American
Journalism and three in Journalism­History, the flagship publications of
our discipline.

Historiography: Of­the­books­and­articles­you­have­written,­from­which
ones­did­you­get­the­most­satisfaction?

Collins: Probably the book on children and war, Children,­War­ and
Propaganda, first published in 2011 and republished in an extensively
revised edition in 2023. It still amazes me to see how much children
were expected to do during the world wars, and how cleverly they were
used as propagandists for war. A sadder part of the work discusses how
children today have moved from propagandists to actual warriors.

Historiography: We­realize­that­it­is­difficult­to­judge­one’s­own­work­—
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and­that­the­most­accomplished­people­are­often­the­most­modest­—­but­if
you­ had­ to­ summarize­ your­most­ important­ contributions­ to­ the­ field­ of
JMC­(journalism/mass­communication)­history,­what­would­they­be?

Collins: My accomplishments certainly have been modest compared to
some of my AJHA colleagues who have become titans of our discipline.
Perhaps most satisfying to me is a monograph I published early in my
academic career, “e Development of Censorship in World War I
France,” J­and­MC­Monographs, 1992. At the time this was an almost
completely unexplored area, even in French-language scholarship, and
this monograph was a first introduction in English. Later scholars
noticed, and have built on this early effort, so that by now it’s pretty
much been overtaken by new work. But isn’t that what we want as his-
torians? Others build on what we have done, to learn and understand
in better detail, more accurately, and more completely. I am pleased
that I played an early role in the growing international scholarship of
world war journalism and propaganda. 

Historiography: As­you­look­back­over­your­career,­if­you­could­do­any-
thing­differently,­what­would­it­be?

Collins: I didn’t jump into new research quickly enough after finishing
a Ph.D. As an assistant professor at a research university, I should have
put scholarship first, but instead I got lured by interesting projects like
creating my own website at the dawn of the technology, or promoting
my department by writing my own CD. As fun as that was, by the time
I was 50 I still had not published very much of significance, at least not
in my estimation. Several scholars in my age group or younger got the
jump on me, publishing what became significant books on ideas that I
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had but didn’t act on quickly enough. I could have done better.

Historiography: Tell­us­about­ your­“philosophy­of­history”­ (of­historical
study­in­general­or­of­JMC­history­in­particular)­or­what­you­think­are­the
most­important­principles­for­studying­history.

Collins: I have tried to bring three basic principles to all my historical
research. One, history must be written based on evidence, and most of
that evidence should be primary. When I was researching World War I
history for a Ph.D. dissertation, I became convinced that the origin of
Wilson’s 14 Points was in fact Georges Clemenceau, then the French
prime minister. I wrote this into my dissertation. I was pretty excited
about this perhaps brilliant insight. My advisor thought otherwise.
“You must remove this,” he said. “You have little evidence. It’s not per-
suasive. Historians must refrain from speculation.” I removed it, sadly,
and became wiser.

Secondly, we need to begin with no preconceptions regarding
events in the past. We should not begin with a statement of what we
think happened, a hypothesis, as is often the case in the social sciences.
e reason we don’t do that is because in historical research it is too easy
to simply choose the primary evidence that supports the viewpoint we
want to be correct. We may begin with a question. Now, I may want
Clemenceau to be behind the 14 Points, and I may be able to find
something to support that. But what if instead I ask a question, “Did
Clemenceau write the 14 Points?” en I quickly realize that while I
may find a bit of evidence, the truth is that the evidence is weak and
unpersuasive. Don’t decide what you want to find before examining the
evidence. Perhaps we should re-read Sherlock Holmes.

irdly, historians need to understand the past based on the values
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of the past, that is, on its own terms. Present-mindedness is actually
behind much of the familiar and sometimes angry debates we see today
in American politics and society. e conservative side would hope to
curtail debate over unpleasant historical verities from the country’s his-
tory. e liberal side would hope to limit public acceptance of past lead-
ers who may have held views we find incompatible with today’s values. 

I recently had an informal debate with a local newspaper columnist
who declared that because Woodrow Wilson was racist, we must
remove his name and legacy from every public place. I pointed out that
while Wilson surely was racist, in the early 20th century that had been
a norm. I asked our AJHA colleague Jim Startt, who wrote important
work on Wilson, for advice. We have to acknowledge Wilson’s short-
comings, he said, but also acknowledge his significant contributions. As
societies, we tend to presume past centuries were misguided, and that in
fact today’s generation now holds the perfect truth. is societal narcis-
sism clouds our understanding of the past, and historians may be as
guilty of it as anybody.

Historiography: How­would­you­evaluate­the­quality­of­work­being­done
today­in­JMC­history­—­its­strengths­and­weaknesses?

Collins: Certainly the reach has extended into areas we once ignored,
including women’s history and history of minorities. I hope we’ll see
more work covering LGBTQ history. We see a little more international
and transnational journalism history, although I don’t think it’s
enough. As AJHA president my first goal was to expand interest in
international research, and to tighten contacts with journalism histori-
ans in Britain and France. I failed, partly, I think, because the pandemic
hit only a few months after my term ended.
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Some historians have copied the social science format in historical
writing, which includes a literature review, presentation of method and
research question, results and discussion. While some of this is all right,
it doesn’t really fit well into traditional methods of historical research,
particularly a “literature review.” APA style also does not work well for
historical research, although more and more journals are requiring it.

Historiography: What­do­you­think­we­in­JMC­history­need­to­be­doing
to­ improve­ the­ status­ of­ JMC­history­ in­ (1)­ JMC­education­and­ (2)­ the
wider­field­of­history­in­general?

Collins: I believe we have seen deterioration, despite efforts by some of
our discipline’s big names. It seems that mass media history is less and
less a required part of journalism education, and less and less of interest
to students. I used to regularly count at least a dozen students in my un -
dergraduate journalism history class. Now I no longer get enough inter-
est to run the class under new university minimums. It makes me sad to
think that I may never teach history again. 

Part of the reason, perhaps, reaches beyond just our own field.
Journalism as a profession is under political and economic siege. Polls
show that politicians who so enthusiastically discredit legacy journalism
seem to be gaining traction. e Internet has destroyed the old newspa-
per funding model. We don’t know what will replace it. Professional
journalism does not have the power it once had, does not attract the
attention it once did. I’m afraid, however, that I don’t have any
answers. 

As for our discipline of mass media and journalism history, we need
to more aggressively promote ourselves. I realize many have said this
before, but we still don’t do a good job. I certainly am as guilty as any-

Historian Interview

Volume 10 (2024). Number 4 27



one. And when I say promote, I also mean we should promote our own
work. We need to be more confident and assertive in presenting our
research to not only fellow historians but also the public. I will note that
Teri Finneman’s recent history podcast series is an excellent example of
how we might do that. But generally, we historians, as many of us began
in journalism, do not seem very comfortable with self-promotion. We
tend to be a humble lot, undoubtedly too humble.

Historiography: What­challenges­do­you­ think­JMC­history­ faces­ in­ the
future?

Collins: Many of us have spent decades of effort to bring journalism
history closer to the mainstream, to raise awareness among not only
other academics but a larger public. In some ways we have been success-
ful, as I noted. But we in the United States seem to be snared into a
larger concern regarding history’s general status in an academic atmos-
phere that seems to show increasing marginalization of the humanities.
We see fewer students in many universities, and those who do enroll
seem less interested in humanities study. I come from an international
perspective that combined modern language study with work in Eu -
ropean history. Today’s students seem to reflect an American society
that has become more insular, less interested in international affairs, and
more presumptuous of America as the world’s default. We don’t think
it is worthwhile to learn foreign languages anymore — the world speaks
English, right? Modern languages study around the country has taken a
drastic tumble. More than 650 departments closed in the last three
years, according to the Modern Language Association. French, my re -
search area, lost the most. 

Study of language is closely related to study of history, often a
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requirement. But we see smaller history departments with fewer majors,
according to trends followed by the American Historical Association.
When young Americans turn away from history and language study,
universities looking for ways to cut corners find these disciplines to be
a tempting target.

And yet…we see people in public office and positions of authority
becoming almost obsessive in their bending of history to suit political
agendas. We see on one side an angry group hoping to deny unpleasant
verities of United States history. On the other side we see an angry
group hoping to eliminate those historical leaders whose views today we
find unpalatable. Ignorance of truth in the past, distrust giving way to
enmity of traditional journalism, present-mindedness toward historical
figures, and an almost smug ignorance of a world beyond the country’s
borders. ese trends scare me.

Historian Interview
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The Best General
Methods Book for
History Students

Research in communication offers a
wide array of methods. So cial sci-
ence methods remain important
even as methods in the humanities —
such as historical methods — and
professional studies have gained in -

creasing em phasis. Yet most textbooks barely mention the
latter methods.

Research Methods in Communication includes them all. We
think you will find that it is clearly the best book for covering
the wide range of methods — not only the quantitative but
the qualitative ones also — that scholars in the field use.

To make certain Research Methods in Communica tion pro-
vides your students the best instruction, each chapter is writ-
ten by an expert on the chapter topic. So you can be confi-
dent that, as your students begin to study methods, they will
have the very best guides.

A teacher’s manual is available when you adopt the book. The CD

contains sample syllabi, 25 PowerPoint presentations, and multiple-

choice quizzes for each chapter.

To request an exam copy, email vision.press.books@gmail.com

VISION PRESS
Outstanding textbooks at affordable prices 



Ken Ward won the American Journalism Historians Association’s 2023
award for the best book of the year for  his Last Paper Standing: A

Cen tury of Competition Between the Denver Post and

Rocky Mountain News. Dr. Ward is an assistant profes-
sor of communication at Pittsburg State University in
Pittsburg, Kansas. He earned his Ph.D. from Ohio Uni -
versity’s E.W. Scripps School of Journalism. His re -
search focuses on the journalism history of the Great
Plains and Rocky Mountain regions.

Historiography: Give­ us­ a­ brief­ summary­ of­ your
book.

Ward: Last­Paper­Standing is a history of the com-
petition between the Denver­Post and Rocky­Moun­-
tain­News, two newspapers that fought for control
of the Denver newspaper market for over one hun-
dred years. In it, I draw on manuscript collections,
interviews with company executives and journalists,

and evidence in the newspapers themselves to explore the strategies and
tactics used by the newspapers to try to best one another in Denver.

Historiography: How­did­you­get­the­idea­for­your­book?

Ward: I grew up on the Eastern Slope of Colorado in a tiny town called
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Hugo, about one hundred miles away from Denver. Despite the dis-
tance from the city, I remember the phone at home being bombarded
by appeals to subscribe to the papers in the late ‘90s and receiving giant,
sometimes inch-and-a-half thick Sunday papers delivered to town.
When in the city, I remember seeing people hawking individual copies
of the paper in medians, someone here waiving copies of the News,
someone over there pushing the Post, during the penny war. Even as a
kid, this spectacle, which I now know was an anachronism — a slippage
of the 19th century into the 1990s — stood out as unusual.

I also just loved reading the Post as a kid. At the time, it has a sec-
tion called “Denver and the West” that drew Denver into a broad re -
gional context that really appealed to me. It was also my window into
the rest of the world. So when it came time to write a dissertation, I
wanted to involve the Post in whatever story I told. It turned out to play
a starring role.

Historiography: What­was­the­state­of­the­historical­literature­about­the
topic­at­the­time­you­began­work­on­your­book?

Ward: Pretty good, actually, which made getting started on the project
a little easier. Both of these papers had received book-length biographies
before. at made identifying some of the major plot points, especially
for the earlier parts of the story, a little easier. Early Post history, for
instance, is covered in Bill Hosokawa’s under­in­the­Rockies, and Rob -
ert Perkin wrote a biography of the News titled e­First­Hundred­Years.
ere are lots of smaller works as well. 

e problem with much of what had been written, though, was
that it often came from perspectives inside the papers and was therefore
pretty laudatory. at actually helped determine what became one of
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my main objectives in writing the book — to counter the celebratory
histories presented in those accounts. I tried to write a more even-keeled
history, one with rational actors in competition with one another and
in the context of their time and space rather than a story with heroes
and villains. Given some of the characters in the book, such as Post pub-
lisher F. G. Bonfils, that wasn’t always easy.

at’s the early history. While a lot had been written about the first
half of competition between these two papers, there was very little about
the second half. at’s something this book does that’s wholly new.

Historiography: Tell­us­about­the­research­you­did­for­your­book:­What
were­your­sources,­how­did­you­research­your­book,­how­long­did­you­spend,
and­so­forth?

Ward: e types of sources used in each chapter of the book vary
depending on the time period addressed in each. Sources were particu-
larly scarce in the first chapter, which deals with the founding of the
News. ere, surviving testimony from folks like News founder William
Byers were important. As time goes on in the book, the breadth of
sources became much richer, opening to include things such as corre-
spondence among the papers’ managers, board meeting minutes, and so
on. By the end of the book, the sources were so varied as to include
things like financial documents, editorial budgets, and oral histories
with living executives such as former Post­publisher Dean Singleton and
News publisher John Temple. e primary data collection and analysis
took place over the course of about two years.

Historiography: Besides­ the­ sources­ you­used,­were­ there­ any­ others­ you
wish­you­had­been­able­to­examine?

Book Award Interview

Volume 10 (2024). Number 4 33



Ward: Oh, there are always more people to interview, and more sources
you know must be lurking out there, waiting to be discovered. I man-
aged to get ahold of everything that seemed centrally concerned with
this project. I’d have loved to spend more time talking with the people
who were at these papers in the last couple of decades covered in the
book. But I’m thankful to have gotten what I did. 

Historiography: Based­on­your­research­for­the­book,­what­would­you­ad­-
vise­other­historians­in­our­field­about­working­with­sources?

Ward: I don’t know. I’m optimistically calling this my “first” book
because while I’m hopeful about the future, I’m also acutely aware that
my experience is still limited. 

One thing I did for this project that others may or may not find
useful is treating my visits to archives as “raids.” I knew I had tons of
material to get through and limited time to get it. So rather than trying
to sort through things at the library, I set up a camera and tripod and
duplicated everything in many of these collections. I then took every-
thing home, sorted things out using a cataloging program (Adobe
Bridge, in my case), and began my analysis. I don’t know if this is com-
mon practice or not. It worked well for me, though.

Historiography: What­were­ the­challenges­you­faced­in­researching­your
book?

Ward: I’d never done a book-length project before. is research began
as my dissertation. So I could extend that point further — when I start-
ed out on this, I was really still only beginning to really understand aca-
demic research as a whole. I’d successfully completed a thesis and writ-
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ten publishable research, but I didn’t have time-tested strategies for
organizing information or finding the right sources to draw upon. A
benefit of that was that the process was organic to this project, and the
way I do research today is built on the foundation of what I built when
starting this work. But having more tactics for effective researching
would certainly have aided some parts of the process. 

Historiography: Is­it­possible­to­get­too­close­to­a­research­subject?­How­do
historians­ maintain­ their­ neutrality­ of­ viewpoint­ when­ conducting­ and
interpreting­research?

Ward: e standards of journalistic objectivity, at least as I understand
them, serve the historian well. Let your bias lead you to be passionate
about topics and learn about them avidly. en use the practices of ob -
jectivity, including verification, contextualization, and seeking out con-
tradictory information to make sure your bias doesn’t get away from
you.

Historiography: What­new­insights­does­your­book­provide?

Ward: ere were a few things I walked into the project wanting to
know. First, I wanted to know what had caused the penny war of the
late ‘90s — the period in which you could subscribe to either of these
newspapers for less than a penny a day. e answer to that question led
me to want to understand whether the JOA that ended that fight was a
good thing for Denver readers. And I wanted to know why, of the two,
it was the News that had closed. e book answers those questions.

But this book also just provides a distanced and nuanced history of
these two newspapers. I’m drawn by inclination to the frontier era of
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newspapering, but much of the history of that era is populated by sto-
ries that treat history like a Western. In reality, there weren’t black hats
and white hats — there were rational actors making calculated deci-
sions. Journalism historians have done a lot of work to contextualize
and correct the cliché, Wild-West presentation of frontier newspaper-
ing, and the history of the Post and News needed the same kind of atten-
tion. I think my book does that.

Historiography: What­findings­most­surprised­you?

Ward: I really didn’t expect cable TV to play as big a role as it did in
the final reckoning, but it’s central to the answer to the question of why
it was the News, rather than the Post, that folded. Dean Singleton and
his MediaNews Group, which owns the Post, were dependent on the
success of their newspaper in Denver. Scripps, which owned the News,
wasn’t. In the ‘00s, Scripps was much more interested in its cable TV
channels, which it had recently spun off into a separate company. With
its profitable cable TV channels protected from their increasingly costly
newspapers, it was far less interested in making a stand in Denver. e
story is more complicated than that — but if you want to know the rest
of it, read the book.

Historiography: What­advice­would­you­give­to­people­in­our­field­who
are­considering­doing­a­book­in­JMC­history?

Ward: If you’re thinking about it, just go for it. Tackle a big question
and approach as though you’ll publish it as a book. If things go side-
ways, you always have a parachute: just spin it off into a few articles
instead. 

Ward

Historiography in Mass Communication36
CLICK HERE TO
RETURN TO TABLE
OF CONTENTS 



Research about media and public affairs, or explor-
ing the dynamics of media, press, and political

communication, demonstrates the role of an informed
press and a skeptical public, as well as the multidirec-
tional flows of information and the power of imagery.
The four scholars participating in this roundtable come
from a variety of backgrounds, and each one has a
unique research approach. All of them study the histo-
ry of media and public affairs, focusing on press-state
relations, propaganda, bias, transnational and foreign
reporting, diversity and social justice themes, visual
im ages, and the impact of photojournalism. In this

round  table, they share their perspectives and experiences on how propa-
gandists, foreign correspondents, publicists, and audiences have sourced,
created, spread, and countered information. These scholars also explore
how messages and individual agents have pierced the veil of government
secrecy and censorship, and what happens when new information that
comes to light can bring about change in society. Collectively, their histori-
cal scholarship reveals much about the universal nature of mass informa-
tion, journalism practices, and enduring questions of media control. 

Volume 10 (2024). Number 4 37

Fondren

Elisabeth Fondren is an associate professor of journalism at St. John’s University in
New York. She holds a Ph.D. in Media and Public Affairs from LSU’s Manship
School. Her research examines the history of international journalism, government
propaganda, military-media relations, and censorship during wartime.

© 2024. Elisabeth Fondren owns the copyright to this article.

Roundtable: Media and Public Affairs
History 

By Elisabeth Fondren, Keith Greenwood, 
Meghan McCune, Natascha Toft Roelsgaard, 

and David D. Perlmutter ©



Fondren: What­makes­research­on­media­and­public­affairs­topics­impor-
tant­in­the­field­of­journalism­history?

McCune: My research largely focuses on the Progressive Era, which was
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a unique time for journalists as technological developments of the 19th
century created vast new opportunities for reporters. But journalists,
like many Americans at the time, also struggled to adjust to a changing
society. e 19th-century influx of immigrants, rise of large cities, and
rapid industrialization challenged the traditional values and long-stand-
ing practices of small-town America. 

Many journalists began pushing progressive reforms forward by
writing investigative pieces that exposed corruption and mismanage-
ment, and they began to use the words publicity and reporting inter-
changeably. In response to reporters’ growing power and influence, gov-
ernment officials expanded their bureaucratic apparatus, which includ-
ed public relations, propaganda, and publicity efforts that specialists co -
ordinated. To understand the modern press’ development, then, we
must understand its relationship to those in power. A study of the gov-
ernment-press relationship provides important insights into the ideas of
press freedoms, democracy, and independent journalism. 

Greenwood: Research in these areas is important largely due to their
importance to society. Journalism is often called the first draft of histo-
ry. Historical research related to public affairs topics provides insight
into the journalism practices that created the stories the public saw, and
it gives us some insight into the topics and perspectives society held at
the time. Journalism provides a mirror to society, so by studying the
his tory of media accounts of public affairs topics, we get a sense of what
society’s values were at that time.

It’s also important for providing comparisons and contrasts to
modern media practices. Understanding the history of how topics were
covered provides some context to assess current practices. As an exam-
ple, there has been plenty of belief in the last decade about bias and par-
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tisanship in media, but with knowledge of historical practices, such as
during the partisan press era of the early 1800s, we can better under-
stand and explain the degree to which bias and perceived partisanship
are actually features of modern journalism. 

Toft Roelsgaard: e study of media and public affairs through a his-
torical lens provides insight into journalism’s evolution and its impact
on public discourse and policies. It offers us a framework for under-
standing journalists’ function as gatekeepers of information over time,
the challenges and tribulations journalists face in their truth-telling
roles, and journalism’s direct entanglement with the production of po -
litical and social knowledge in a democratic society.

Furthermore, the intersection of media and public affairs research
highlights journalism’s advocacy function by underscoring the media’s
role in promoting reforms and challenging government narratives. At
the same time, it also spotlights how the news media has aided govern-
ments in perpetuating propaganda efforts and controlling public narra-
tives during crises. Conducting historical research on the relationship
between media and public affairs allows scholars and, by extension, the
public to recognize patterns in media framing, power dynamics, and re -
porting practices. It helps us understand the evolution of media’s role
in society and the impact of journalism on public opinion, ultimately
providing a critical resource for contemporary media professionals and
journalism scholars to understand current news media functions and
hierarchies. 

Perlmutter: In preface, almost all the focus in my career has been on
visual images, although I have included within that category the devel-
opment of new media technologies and venues like social media and AI,
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which are dominated by visual images. All my answers, thus, will be
“picture” focused.

Journalism has been famously described as the first draft of history.
So, it is intrinsically interesting to look as far back as we can to when
historical events were described by anything that approximates report-
ing on the scene. We also know that those first drafts are often hasty,
incorrect, biased, even purposely engaging in disinformation or serving
as tools of propaganda. Researchers from many different disciplines in
humanities and social sciences, then, not just those within the tradition-
al field of media and communication, can ask about the evolution of the
“story” of a historical event over time to the present day. Journalism his-
tory is not an island; the evolution of news and reporting is often de -
pendent on successive changes in politics, public affairs, government,
public opinions and attitudes, new technologies, and commercial/eco-
nomic progression. In short, it is important to dive into the narrative
history of journalism but place it within the complex matrix of every-
thing else going on in society and in history itself. Just to take one
example, we often fail to discuss the history of journalism within the
history of culture: the former can be said to be an expression of the lat-
ter. What de fines news, who comprises its audience, what are its possi-
ble influences and effects, what actual outcomes might result from news
— the forms, styles, and conventions of news media, and even the kind
of people, demographically and psychographically, who participate in
news pro duction — are determined culturally, not just through eco-
nomics and politics.

Fondren: Can­you­share­the­overarching­research­question­of­your­work?
What­is­the­central­argument­of­your­scholarship?
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McCune: My research focuses on the relationship between government
officials and journalists in the early 20th century. I am most interested
in how that relationship changed over time and how it was influenced
by national crises, like the Great War, and political and social reform
movements, like the Progressive Movement. 

Although media historians acknowledge that the American press
during the Great War was generally supportive of the war effort and of -
ten highly patriotic in its war coverage, the closeness and cooperation
be tween individual journalists and government officials — and how this
closeness affected war reporting and growing ideas about journalistic
independence — has not been adequality described or analyzed. 

Understanding the full extent of cooperation between journalists
and government during the Great War is not only relevant to our
understanding of Progressive-Era journalism but also has contemporary
relevance. e widespread cooperation shows us that governments often
see journalists operating overseas as assets they can harness for their own
aims. In addition, an advocacy-oriented press may be more likely to co -
operate with government to achieve long-held goals. e experiences of
Great War reporters, then, is in many ways a cautionary tale for jour-
nalists today. While journalists have a role to play in securing and de -
fending democracy, partnering with the government to achieve a result
— even a high-minded one — undermines democracy and press inde-
pendence in ways journalists themselves often do not recognize. 

Greenwood: An oversimplified answer would be “Why do news photo-
graphs look like they do?” I am interested in the content of news pho-
tographs, the photojournalists who made them and the environment in
which they worked. Looking at the photographs and how they were
presented tells us about the way in which people and issues were framed
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at a certain period of time. But that framing doesn’t happen in a vacu-
um. Studying photographers’ backgrounds and motivations provides
insight into the content of the photographs. Studying the organizations
the photojournalists worked for is critical to understanding the limits
put on photojournalists and the rationale behind editorial decisions that
determine publication. 

I would say the central argument is that news photographs can have
impact on public understanding, and understanding how those photo-
graphs came to be involves a complex set of questions.

Toft Roelsgaard: My research investigates themes at the intersection of
mass communication, social justice, and minority press history. More
specifically, the journalistic advocacy work of historically marginalized
communities, the weaponization of the law to suppress marginalized
communities and media organizations, and military-press relations dur-
ing war times. Centrally, I seek to explore how the news media has been
used to promote unconstitutional practices, advocate for and realize
political reform, and expose social and criminal injustices. Given that
much of media history and war correspondence scholarship lacks
diverse voices and experiences, my research centers on the work of pre-
viously underrepresented or overlooked groups, including women, im -
migrant reporters, working-class reporters, and the Black press. A cen-
tral argument in my scholarship is how important it is to center the
experiences and work of historically marginalized journalists and media
organizations to gain a more comprehensive and truthful understanding
of journalism’s historical functions and public influence, as well as to
dismantle the boundaries that have defined journalistic authority and
legitimacy over time.
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Perlmutter: A master hypothesis that I’ve been investigating across
many case studies in human history, from the latest de velopments in
media technology to prehistoric early expressions of the “first media,” is
“believing is seeing.” I was always doubtful about the commonplace
“seeing is believing” because I kept finding examples of how human
beings, from the earliest cave paintings through modern AI im agery,
changed their visions of the world — literally in visual images and the
words describing them — to what they believed the world should be
rather than what it really was. ey did so in a thousand ways, depend-
ing on the technologies of media platforms, creation, and distribution.
For an early instance, the cave paintings of the Franco-Can tabrian
region overwhelmingly portrayed large “meat” animals, al though we
know from the archaeofaunal record that the peoples of the time oppor-
tunistically depended most heavily on small animals and fish and wild-
growing vegetables and fruits. Moreover, they conducted hundreds of
activities other than big-game hunting. Yet to them, many parts of their
daily life and world were politically and culturally irrelevant in their
expression compared to the cult of providing the massive caloric pay
package of a large, potentially dangerous mammal. To flash forward
30,000 years, I have studied the icons of photojournalism and note
their selection, framing, editing, and differentiated distribution, and
above all purposive captioning as having multiple powers to affect
human history itself. Believing is seeing, and we tend to produce pic-
tures that reinforce our beliefs, also believing those that we want to see.

Fondren: In­researching­tensions­between­government­messages,­censorship,
photography,­and­the­role­of­(foreign)­correspondents,­what­do­you­find­enj­-
oyable­and­rewarding?
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McCune: e memoirs of journalists like Ray Stannard Baker and
Charles Edward Russell provide fascinating insights into their internal
struggles about what it meant to be a journalist at a time of great
change, and how their progressive advocacy influenced their reporting. 

In one interesting passage, for example, Baker questioned whether
he crossed a line with his enthusiastic support of President Woodrow
Wilson. “I have not perhaps been discriminating enough in my criti-
cism of Wilson (as in the coming December article) — I have perhaps
accepted him too completely,” Baker wrote in his memoir American
Chronicle. “It is dangerous to accept any leader, especially a political
leader, without reserve. He cannot be wholly right.” When Baker joined
Wilson at the historic Paris Peace Conference after the end of the Great
War, Baker wrote often in his diary about the tensions between his own
desire for more transparency with the press and Wilson’s distance from
journalists. On one hand, Baker understood the delicate nature of peace
negotiations, but on the other hand, Baker believed transparency with
the press would lead to more public support for any resulting treaty. 

ese are the moments I find most interesting and rewarding —
when the tensions and struggles of early 20th century journalists echo
the tensions we see today. Research helps us understand that questions
of journalistic integrity and journalistic independence are longstanding.
Understanding factors that influence those historical questions provides
insight into today’s many debates over our media landscape. 

Greenwood: Partially the hunt and partially the understanding. By the
hunt I mean the research into the policies and practices affecting gov-
ernment messages, photography and censorship. It’s enjoyable to iden-
tify and explore the different places those policies and practices come
from, and the people involved in crafting and applying them. Looking
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for areas that aren’t immediately obvious is challenging and fun, which
I suspect most historians would echo. 

By the understanding I mean then developing an understanding of
how those policies and practices define the content that is used to in -
form the public. Learning the answer to the question of “what informa-
tion did the public have to understand events?” is satisfying. It tells us
a lot about messaging and reception. 

Toft Roelsgaard: is type of research offers an opportunity to dissect
the multifaceted relationship between government narratives and the
news media. is includes examining the complexities of government-
me dia relations, media framing, ethical implications of journalistic
prac tices, transnational trends, and the critical role of foreign corre-
spondents in informing public discourse, particularly during times of
crises. Studying these topics through a historical lens allows us to appre-
ciate the nuances and evolution of journalistic agency and resilience,
especially in political environments where the press has limited free-
doms. Seeing how previous journalists have challenged government nar-
ratives and adapted their reporting practices amidst external pressures
— and often come up with creative ways to do so — is especially re -
warding.

Photography adds another fascinating layer to the study of journal-
ism history, as visual media often leave a more immediate impression on
the human brain than text. e overlap of photography and censorship
is especially intriguing as images can be powerful tools for both manip-
ulation and advocacy. I find foreign correspondence and photojournal-
ism practices of the early 20th century particularly fascinating as the
time marked an era when the fields rapidly evolved, and foreign corre-
spondents and visual media came to serve as intermediaries between
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local realities and global audiences.

Perlmutter: I recall meeting in the 1990s a group of “new news” pho-
tographers in the People’s Republic of China. ey were describing how
they were self-consciously the first generation in almost 40 years to try
to escape the traditional government absolute control of the camera,
where they would be told where to show up for “news” and what pic-
tures to take. Today, especially with the advent of AI-generated near-
photoreal images, there is constant tension about the effects, truth
value, and external validity of news imagery. On the one hand, there are
many forces and voices, especially among younger media producers and
consumers, demanding authenticity and truth. Certainly, even within
the political sphere and journalistic tradition, trying to produce news
and information that is as accurate as possible is still upheld as an ideal.
But political, commercial, and even nihilistic individuals, groups, and
entire governments are actively trying to destroy any standards of news
as a source of useful and accurate information. Reporting that seeks to
be truthful and reliable, even if that might be an impossible standard, is
a foundation of democratic institutions and governance. So the various
battles fought in every instance of reporting to entire systems of news
and technology are not only intellectually fascinating but also highly
relevant for our future. While these struggles are certainly manifest in
domestic news, in this era of war and geopolitical clashes of nations, the
international dimension over news and information is even more im -
portant.

Fondren: How­and­why­do­you­choose­your­projects?

McCune: I am currently researching journalists and editors’ discussions
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of patriotism in the trade press before, during, and after the Great war.
is project is only possible because archives of some trade magazines,
including Editor­&­Publisher, are available online. As an independent
re  searcher, I must consider access to archives and databases when begin-
ning a project. 

Greenwood: Like many historians, I look for questions and topics that
are unique and, therefore, have room for study. Photojournalism is an
area of media history that has received less attention, and there are lots
of questions within photojournalism that have yet to be explored. I’ve
studied some photographers who worked out of the mainstream, and
more recently I’ve been working on the history of photojournalism in
publications with specialized audiences. 

I also look for projects that can have some relevance to understand-
ing modern photojournalism. I enjoy examining historical practices and
identifying ides that can then be explored in more modern photojour-
nalism. e comparison provides understanding about the evolution of
the field and understanding of patterns that are consistent but also
unique. For example, there are some predictable patterns historically in
the adoption of technological innovations, but also variability as society
becomes more tech-centric and changing economies force restructuring
in journalism organizations.

Toft Roelsgaard: Most of my research ideas come from reading.
Whether reading the news, academic journals, or browsing digitized
archives, I find that reading leads to fresh ideas and connections. I often
find new ideas when I am deep in another research project. When you
spend hours or days browsing through archives, you find all kinds of
treasures and untold histories. at is why I always have an idea note-
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book — in fact, I have several — at hand. at way, I can build my own
little archive of potential research projects I would eventually like to
revisit and explore further. 

Perlmutter: I like to think that I travel along a research archipelago.
Typically, the questions left from one investigation suggest the next,
and I hope never to run out of new territories to explore. Two of my
earliest studies set me off in the direction that I still follow. I conducted
a visual ethnography of a police department, riding along with the offi-
cers, taking pictures for documentation and photo elicitation purposes,
asking how the officers felt and how the public seemed to express the
contrast of stereotypes of police and police work with what I was actu-
ally encountering with them. At the same time, my dissertation was a
visual (photos, cartoons, maps, etc.) content analysis of the People’s
Republic of China in elite print U.S. news magazines and newspapers
from 1949 to 1989. Both projects asked essentially questions of repre-
sentation, selection, focus, editorial positioning, persuasion, and histor-
ical context about pictures in culture. Since then, I have conducted
three tracks of research: one looking at the history of visual images,
going back as early as arguably the first medium — cave paintings — as
“news”; the second examining specific famous images, what I have
called “icons of outrage,” that have garnered much greater attention and
are purported — but, as I have found, do not necessarily have — pow-
ers of government and policy decision-making; and third, developments
in new media technologies and how they affect news, public affairs, and
political communication. e rapid rise of AI, especially in creating
imagery with astoundingly high veridicality and verisimilitude, is just
the latest island of the archipelago on which I have landed a boat of ex -
ploration. I do not think it will be the last.
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Fondren: How­ has­ the­ field­ changed­ since­ you­ began­ doing­ your­ own
work?­

McCune: Recent scholarship that centers institutional power dynamics,
underrepresented voices and interdisciplinary approaches has changed
the field in a positive way. is scholarship has challenged me to con-
sider my own research in a new light. For example, women journalists
and their cooperation with government officials during the Great War
deserves more attention. 

Greenwood: One thing I’ve noticed is the evolution of the role of the-
ory in driving historical research. e field has moved from a somewhat
straightforward account of an event or a person’s impact to a more rig-
orous assessment of meaning and impact driven by theory. 

A second way the field has changed is that more source material is
digitized now. We’re still a long way from digitizing all of the old analog
files, but a lot of material is accessible online now, which enhances the
work historians and their students can do. 

at digitized material will be necessary to utilize the next wave of
technological change — artificial intelligence. AI is already changing
qualitative analysis software, making it much easier to organize source
materials, identify patterns and link them across sources. 

Toft Roelsgaard: I think there has been a much greater focus on
transnational journalism practices in the last few years, challenging the
notion that journalism must be studied and understood solely in its
national context or by comparison to other national contexts and prac-
tices. is is a fascinating development as the transnational approach
explores global interconnectedness, technological advancements, and
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the inclusion of non-Western perspectives. I see this as a push to explore
the complexities and nuances of journalism practices and media influ-
ence in non-Western regions but also spotlight the influence of the
more peripheral actors (such as social media users, citizen journalists,
and bloggers) in shaping journalism, especially in the age of digital
media.

Perlmutter: I feel that I should start out by describing important struc-
tural, economic, and professional changes. Today’s new and emerging
scholars at research universities are under tremendous pressure to (a)
produce work that is highly quantitatively impactful by systems of
measurement that were designed for the STEM fields and (b) be
involved in federal grant achievement. Neither of these efforts are in
themselves negatives, and I have supported them as an administrator,
but I hope that we see these ambitions as being part of a complex and
thoughtful package of possible outcomes that show somebody’s quality
as both an intellectual and a scholar. Second is an undilutedly positive
development. When my career began in the mid-1990s there was defi-
nitely a set of almost poisonous divisions in “journalism and mass com-
munication” among the so-called “green eyeshades” (the professionally
oriented faculty), the “Renaissance-ers” (the qualitative and humanities-
oriented scholars), and the “Chi-squares” (the social scientists). In addi-
tion, many of the industry-professional types looked down upon any
research as unrelated to practice. As someone who engaged in alumni
outreach for 15 years, I can attest that, industry-wide, these walls of sep-
aration have crumbled, or at least been severely reduced. Almost every-
one in industry believes in the power of data-driven decisions originated
by research of some kind. Scholars of all types are collaborating, often
in response to specific prompts by private foundations and federal grant
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agencies. It is much more of a multimethod, multidisciplinary, and
multi-mind era of asking questions about media and communication;
the now several generations of scholars and industry professionals,
including those who teach in the academy, should be applauded for
their spirit of collaboration and mutual respect.

Fondren: What­challenges­have­you­faced­when­engaged­in­researching­and
writing­media­and­public­affairs­history?­

McCune: Forming an argument based on primary sources and scholar-
ship requires creativity, insight, and boldness. But we must always re -
main true to our sources and question our own assumptions and biases.
In this way, historians and journalists go about their work in similar
ways: questioning the motivations of their sources and pledging a com-
mitment to accuracy and truth above all else. e challenge, however,
is to be bold in our arguments and assertions when the evidence is
strong. 

Greenwood: One challenge is that despite the advancements made in
digitizing, it’s still a small amount of all the available material. Iden ti -
fying where items are stored and arranging access is a challenge.

Other challenges are related more to history that relies on visual
data. ere are typically smaller amounts of data to work with com-
pared to text. Stories that extend across multiple columns in a newspa-
per might have one or two photographs, 

Another challenge is reproduction of source materials in published
research. Visuals can’t be “quoted” in the way that text can be. A para-
graph can’t be pulled from a photograph, it typically has to be repro-
duced in its entirety. at provides a challenge for fair use arguments
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with copyright when seeking to include photographs or other visual
materials. 

Toft Roelsgaard: Some overarching challenges I encounter when con-
ducting research on media and public affairs history are language barri-
ers and access to archival materials. Another central challenge is the
need for more diversity in mainstream media histories and journalism
scholarship. Given the often Americentric focus of journalism history
and scholarship, it can be challenging to integrate diverse experiences
and perspectives since documents and data pertaining to these topics are
often not digitized and, in worst-case scenarios, not preserved in ar -
chives. When undertaking any form of historical research, I always find
myself asking, “What makes a true archive?” and “Who decided what
was worthy of being preserved and what was omitted in the process?” 

Perlmutter: Some of these challenges are very obvious — e.g., there is
unlikely to be one single archive or repository that contains all the relat-
ed documents and information that pertain to your topic. To take an
early example, for one of my first academic papers I studied the visual
iconography of the Waffen-SS, the military wing of the German World
War II SS. I specifically wanted to look at their photography created by
their own propaganda photographers of themselves. I was lucky that
there was an archive at that time in Koblenz, Germany, that I could visit
and do a deep dive. At the other end of the spectrum, when I wrote a
book called Blogwars in 2007-2008 about the rise of political blogging,
practically the entire internet was a resource, and there were thousands
of people I could have spoken to. It was more a matter of running out
of time than of running out of data. Still other times, research resources
appear fortuitously. I was doing work for a book on the history of the
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visualization of warfare and found that, although the photographer who
had created beautiful, sharp color prints of the Lascaux cave in France
had passed away, his widow still had the photo negatives, and I was able
to purchase from her copies of those negatives for reproduction. is is
a last notation about difficulties: If you are using non-public do main
visual images such as those you are fine, but if you are studying news
photographs or paintings, visual communication research is probably
the most expensive because of the need to buy rights for reproduction
and publishing.

Fondren: How­do­you­see­the­contribution­that­your­own­work­has­made
to­our­understanding­of­media­and­public­affairs­history?­

McCune: My research argues for a new descriptive model of govern-
ment-press relations to fill the gaps left by other models. e Agent
Model of Government-Press Relations argues that Great War reporters
ef fectively worked as instruments, or agents, of the government. ey
used their journalistic access to advance government objectives and
accepted public and secret government assignments at the behest of
government officials. is is in contrast the other models of coopera-
tion. e Collaborative Model and the Exchange Model, for example,
de scribe journalists deferring to government officials as credible sources
of foreign affairs information or cooperating with government for the
reward of journalistic access. In addition, scholars often date the origins
of this cooperation to the Cold War, when journalists partnered with
the Central Intelligence Agency to further U.S. objectives overseas. By
showing that this pattern occurred decades before, my research opens
new avenues of research and raises important questions of our historical
understanding of Progressive-Era journalism and the government-press
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relationship of the 20th century and today.

Greenwood: I hope it’s added some additional dimensions for histori-
ans and students to consider. Focusing on photojournalism brings in
another avenue for exploring journalism’s connection to social issues
and public affairs, and exploring institutional and organizational aspects
related to the production of photojournalism adds to our overall under-
standing of the factors that determine journalism content overall. 

Toft Roelsgaard: My research examines the intersections of identity,
culture, and media representations by foregrounding the work and nar-
ratives of often-overlooked journalists. is type of research, I believe,
is essential to reclaim space for correspondents and media organizations
that have been excluded or undermined in dominant histories. I have
been fortunate to contribute to two book chapters in a forthcoming
Routledge­ Companion­ to­ Transnational­ Journalism­ History, which ex -
plores both war and international correspondence from a transnational
perspective. Each chapter highlights the transformative potential of
technology in reshaping journalistic practices and dissects traditional
power structures of knowledge production to facilitate a more inclusive
narrative. 

Perlmutter: I have worked towards the following: (1) Establishing that
the visual component of media and public affairs should be studied and
appreciated just as much as the lexical/verbal; (2) e onset of new me -
dia technologies, from film to television to the internet to AI, is an in -
credibly important nexus where we can look at how media and public
af fairs transforms in some ways but still retains eternal principles of
structure and meaning; (3) As said, believing is seeing. Audiences tend
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to view images through the preconceptions and prejudices of their
minds. A prime example: most of the imagery of the World War II
Holocaust was created by the people who supported or perpetuated it
directly. Obviously, they “saw” those pictures very differently than
most, but not all, modern audiences; (4) e power(s) of pictures are
complicated and often independent of each other. In my studies of
news icons, I found that, unfortunately, a majority of the popular com-
menters such as journalists, editorialists, the public, and even scholars
in other fields tended to conflate the supposed effects of images without
doing any actual research to establish what happened and parse out dif-
ferential effects. So, for example, a news icon might have a powerful
emotional or aesthetic effect, but when looking at public opinion or
other forms of survey data or some of the oral history project data, we
find that it did not have an actual effect of changing public opinion. In
short, a picture can have some powers but not others. So, a government
might change its policy because it thinks that people are being affected
by a picture, and a picture can be famous, celebrated, and prominent
generation after generation because writers, even historians, say it was
powerful but research does not necessarily bear out this assertion.
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NOTE: This is the eleventh article in our series “How Me  dia History Mat -
ters,” dealing with the significance that the mass media have had in

American history. We think the series will appeal espe-
cially to historians who believe historical claims need
evidence to support them. It’s easy, someone has said,
to suggest explanations if one doesn’t have to worry
about facts.

Many ways exist to justify JMC’s historical impor-
tance. JMC historians make a mistake if they focus on
just one explanation, whether it be “cultural history,”
materiality, Progressivism, or any other interpretation.
They shouldn’t put all their eggs in one basket. One

mono lithic explanation won’t work. 
In the following essay, Bruce Evensen examines the media’s role in

helping to create and sustain a unique American character, which involved
the ideas of both individual autonomy and communal integration.

The current cottage industry in research relating mass communica-
tion to national character argues that the “American mind” is

powerfully shaped by the “myth-making power” of the media.1 In this
equation, a passive, often undif ferentiated public is narcotized and be -
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numbed by the menace of media effects.2 Purveyors of the “deep civi-
lization perspec tive,” out to define the “psychoculture” central to hu -
man behav ior and social experience, have emphasized the capacity of
media to alter consciousness by story-telling techniques that make sense
of the stuff of everyday living.3

An interdisciplinary enthusiasm to see the corrosive ef fects of mass
media on the “American mind” often gives only the vaguest outlines of
the patient under consideration. It seems to imply that an ever-ideal-
ized, receding past is drowned in the wash of mass media messages, be -
ginning in the 1920s, the decade in which the word “media” first
gained currency.4 It is at this time, presumably, that a consumption
cul ture is born and “media” comes to define democratic citi zenship in
the realm of product choice.5

e interwar appetite to bite the biscuit of “industrial folk lore,”
elaborated on ever since by disparagers of “mass mind,” “mass society”
and “working class culture,” saw the perva siveness of mass media mes-
sages as evidence of their power.6 e analysis reduces national charac-
ter to the quali ties of a good customer and depicts human society as
helpless in the face of forces it neither understands nor has the will to
oppose. e pattern of imputing qualities to “national charac ter” is
hardly the invention of contemporary cultural investi gators. And a brief
summary of this detective work tells more about the investigators than
crimes allegedly committed.

Twenty-five centuries ago Herodotus and Hippocrates wrote that
democratic government and a favorable climate distinguished Athen i -
ans from their enfeebled Asian neigh bors. To Aristotle, Greek superior-
ity was more a matter of in ternal development than external conditions.
Once the nation had united, Aristotle conceived of no better people
than Hel lenists to rule the world. In more modern times, Alphonse
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Louis de Prat de Lamartine in France, Heinrich Von Tre itschke in
Germany, and George Bancroft in the United States shared the convic-
tion that national character predicted com manding futures for their
countrymen.7

Nineteenth-century conceptions of “national character” in America
appear bound by omas Jefferson’s idealization of the freedom-loving,
self-reliant individual and Alexis de Tocqueville’s material conformist.
Subsequent historians have attempted to square this discrepancy. David
Potter points out that a commitment to equality of opportunity is com-
mon to both models. David Riesman describes the difference in terms
of an American’s private and public life, the inner-directed man of pas-
sionate independence and the outer-directed man who aims to please.
Other historians argue that modernity has fundamentally altered na -
tional character and that while Jef ferson’s noble yeoman might once
have been the standard, in dustrialization and bureaucracy have made de
Tocqueville’s majoritarian money-maker the model. Henry Steele
Com  mager contrasted this change in 19th- and 20th-century por traits
of the American character. But Carl Degler and others have argued that
the national character of 19th- and 20th-cen tury Americans may be
more alike than dissimilar.8

In recent years skeptics have openly challenged the idea that Amer -
icans share a national character. Lee Coleman has ob served that “almost
every conceivable value or trait” has been imputed to American charac-
ter. Warren Susman has led a generation of social historians who have
argued that the cul ti vation and projection of “personality” competes
with charac ter in orienting the self to society and in representing the
soci ety to itself. Some contemporary intellectual historians take those
reservations a step further. ey wonder whether histor ical thinking in
the twenty-first century can accommodate the search for general claims
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about the nature of the American character.9

Just as historians thought they would never agree on what consti-
tuted America’s national character, social and behav ioral scientists were
finding acculturation patterns uniting people groups. Margaret Mead
had no doubt that shared atti tudes within a population formed com-
mon character. Clyde Kluckhorn’s statistical models confirmed that
Americans and Englishmen alike in age, sex, class, and vocation would
still differ from one another in how they viewed the world and their role
in that world.10

How and why Americans differ from other people groups is a ques-
tion that has absorbed cultural investigators. eir probe has focused on
communication patterns that go beyond the mere “self-preservation of
the species.” Victor Turner calls this leisure world a place of personal
“transparency” in the otherwise “opaque surface of everyday living.” It
is a space, these analysts argue, where 20th-century Ameri cans have
tended to define themselves. Public play, re searchers in culture and
communication suggest, has become a collective form of “thinking out
loud,” and the activities so ciety most cel ebrates are really stories Amer -
icans are telling about them selves.11

Sociologists see participation in sports and sports specta torship as a
place where American national character is both forged and reflected.
Some see sports as a mechanism of social control, a site where consent
and conformity are taught and power and privilege reinforced. Others
see the “crucible of sport” in terms of voluntary association, where indi-
viduals help define themselves and their society. e game becomes a
measure of character because it demands what “ordinary life” inhibits
— individual initiative beyond what is merely re quired. For Emile
Durkheim, sports participation and specta torship are the “moral equiv-
alent of religious activity” because they encourage the “moral remaking
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of individual as well as collective life.” For Johan Huizinga, 20th-cen-
tury sport is a secular ceremony, where mass mediated heroes and vil -
lains describe tensions and ambiguities within the social or der. e
struggle on the field of play serves as a metaphor for man’s re luctant
encounter with modernity.12

Communication historians have begun analyzing the links between
mass media and sports as a way of investigat ing American culture and
corporate capitalism. In tracing the historic roots of the “sports-media
complex” they have empha sized the role of sports reporting in mass
entertainment and communal bonding. Telling tall tales of ritualized
combat commodified sports heroes while selling newspapers and the
infant radio to an increasingly larger audience. e effect during the
1920s was to have the mass-mediated sports world serve the interests of
commerce and popular fantasy. e press and radio, according to these
authors, played a central role in sustaining a culture of consumption, a
realm where sports spectators were served compensatory pleasures by
sports writers and editors expert in depicting cultural crises through the
stories they spun.13

SPoRTS JouRnaliSM in The Jazz aGe

is essay examines sports journalism during Ameri ca’s jazz age as a
way of investigating the evolution of na tional character. e decade of
the Twenties has preoccupied cultural and intellectual historians more
than any other be cause of its perceived place in the painful transition
from “an era that was comprehensible” to the “bafflement” and “anxi -
ety” implicit in 20th-century living. George Santayana sig naled the be -
ginning of the struggle when he observed “civi lization” seemed to be
disappearing and a new civiliza tion taking its place. Willa Cather called
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it an era in which “the world broke in two.” e era’s journalists chroni -
cled a similar sense of moral uncertainty and social uproot edness. A vet-
eran edi tor noted, “Since the war the public mind has be come highly
ex cited. e national nerves have not re turned to normal.” A nation of
110 million that had known “unity of purpose” and something
approaching “spiritual re solve” dur ing the Great War now appeared to
suffer from “moral anes thesia.” A country “young and bursting with en -
ergy” seemed paradoxi cally enervated, torn between cy nicism and senti -
ment.14

is ambivalence is expressed in the media’s coverage of the
decade’s major spectacles. In Lindbergh’s trans-Atlantic flight and the
joyous celebration that followed, John William Ward finds an ultimate
irony. e public adulation of rugged individualism is in the context of
one of technology’s greatest triumphs. e media’s portrayal of Lind -
bergh’s flight as “a public act of regeneration” reflected a “deep sense of
moral loss” in a decade marked by social and political corruption.
Lawrence Levine describes the period’s great dualism as a tension be -
tween progress and nostalgia, a search for simplic ity and escape in an
era desperate for heroic figures. One hun dred million Americans weekly
attended 20,000 motion pic ture theatres during the Twenties, and
when love idol Rudolph Valentino died in 1926, tens of thousands of
New York City mourners rioted for a glimpse of his corpse. e New
York­Daily­Graph­ic ran a front-page picture of “the Sheik” meeting the
Great Caruso somewhere over the Great Divide.15

Several weeks later, Jack Dempsey, “the Manassa Maul er,” came
out of a three-year retirement to defend his heavy weight title against
Gene Tunney. Press coverage lead ing up to the match and the profes-
sional contro versy that followed it provide a case study of how the me -
dia per soni fied cultural dis putes in the 1920s and in so doing re flected
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the crisis of na tional char acter in America’s jazz age. is essay analyzes
that cover age in Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia, the three cities
originally scheduled to host the title bout. eir de piction of “the great-
est battle since the Silurian Age” is more than mere hyperbole. It goes
to the heart of a nervous genera tion’s strug gle over self-conception and
the role of mass media in re flect ing and informing that crisis.

Creating a Frankenstein

Malcolm Bingay was appalled that “the worst fight in the his tory of
heavyweight championships” had received more media attention and a
larger gate than any sporting event in Ameri can history. e managing
editor of the Detroit­News berated fellow editors for “creating a Fran k -
enstein” out of “a cheap fight.” One hundred thirty thousand people,
700 of them ring side reporters, watched Tunney’s one-sided decision,
in a broadcast heard by an estimated thirty million listeners across four
continents. Two thousand millionaires, three members of the Coolidge
cabinet, most of official Washington, and the many governors, bankers
and movie stars attending the spectacle at Philadelphia’s newly built
Sesquicentennial Sta dium were “the greatest outpouring of prominent
persons” ever gathered in a public place at one time. Western Union
and Postal Telegraph had hurriedly installed more than 100 wires to
transmit the two million words that would be filed on the fight, while
100 miles away three New­York­Times stenog ra phers, working in relays,
provided a verbatim record of Gra ham McNamee’s call of the historic
contest.16

Marvin Creager, the managing editor of the Milwaukee­Journal, re -
sented Bingay’s challenge. It was a “fundamental human instinct to be
interested in conflict,” he claimed. It was the editor’s responsibility “to
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print the news as it happens” whether “he likes it or not.” Creager urged
editors to trust “the plain horse sense and common decency” of readers
and to re alize “the millennial age” would not be delayed by satisfying
reader interest in the fight game. Jazz age editors ignored prizefighting
at their peril, Charles Dennis of the Chicago­Daily­News noted. It had
become “an elemental feature of life,” proof “that men are still red-
blooded.” To minimize the importance of the Dempsey-Tunney tussle
was to ignore the unsteady state of public opinion and the role of com-
bat in defining “human nature.”17

Newspapers had increasingly turned to sports since the turn of the
century in defining national character. America watcher James Bryce
suggested the nation’s sports pages re flected and encouraged a middle
class “passion for looking on and reading about athletic sports.” Ac -
cording to social histori ans, as sports gained respectability with the mid-
dle class dur ing the first two decades of the 20th-century, it became as -
soci ated with personal regeneration, social renewal and “a desire to live
forever.” e image of Teddy Roosevelt as the national embodiment of
vigor further legitimized preoccupa tion with sports as a test of individ-
ual capacity and character. By the Twenties an estimated twelve million
Americans watched boxing matches or fought themselves. Military
train ing for dough boys during World War I had included lessons in the
manly art. Another fifteen million Americans annu ally watched football
or played the sport. Ten million attended baseball games. Four million
golfed. One million played tennis. Two hundred thousand ran track.
One hundred thou sand played soccer. Sports, and media attention to
it, had sig nificantly rational ized the leisure time of a growing fraction of
the middle class and was celebrated in the popular literature of the
youth culture as a proving ground for the thoroughly modern man and
woman.18

Evensen

Historiography in Mass Communication64



Four billion dollars was spent on seats to sporting events during the
decade of the Twenties, an enthusiasm not lost on circulation managers
of the twelve billion newspaper pages annu ally produced in the United
States. Dempsey fights got million dol lar gates and raised short-term
circulation fifty per cent in some cities. at was why circulation man-
agers voted Dempsey the greatest boon to circulation in twenty years.
Dempsey was a skinny legged Colorado hobo with a high pitched voice
and a knockout record over unknowns when his wily manager Jack
Kearns brought him to New York just after the outbreak of the First
World War. Kearns “hawked” the unassuming teenag er to newspaper
of fices throughout the city and used per sonal publicity to force fights
with local chal lengers. “Like a strip teaser,” Kearns observed, “I always
fig ured you couldn’t get anywhere without exposure.” Kearns built
Dempsey up as a “killer” and made sure he scowled, went unshaved and
soaked his face in brine to “look the part.” New York sports writers
Ring Lardner, Grantland Rice, Damon Runyon and Paul Gallico em -
braced the image. Said Gallico, creating and cultivating sports “leg-
ends” was a “meal ticket” few papers could pass up.19

Public excitement reached new heights in the weeks lead ing up to
Dempsey’s title defense against Tunney. Associated Press established a
separate sports department with eight men assigned to cover the big
bout. Just before the fight four more reporters were hired. United Press
followed by trebling its sports coverage to participating papers. In ter -
national News did the same, raising from 5,000 to 45,000 the word
hole daily filled by sports reporters.20

e American Society of Newspaper Editors, organized in 1923 to
“protect the integrity of the profession,” found that forty per cent of all
local news coverage was now devoted to sports with the number rising
to sixty per cent in many of the nation’s largest dailies. Editors con-
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fessed they were “worn out” trying to keep their sports departments
from “going hog wild.” City editors and managing editors “were uncer-
tain how this young giant should be handled” and complained that
publishers did not care how big the sports page was “so long as it had
advertis ing.” Circulation managers found that one of every four read ers
bought a paper primarily because of its sports page and urged editors
“to play sports to the limit.” An ASNE probe found a fifty per cent
increase in sports news over twenty years “with no end in sight.”21

e controversy over sports reporting reflected deepening tensions
within jazz age journalism. e emergence of the tabloid press with its
emphasis on crime news, pictures and self-promotion led to charges the
industry had been overrun by “ham-minded men who are forcing news-
papers to be ham hooks with which to get their ham.” Newspapers, crit-
ics charged, were now “gigantic commercial operations” that compelled
publishers “to appeal to larger and larger masses of undifferentiated
readers.” Editors argued that the growing independence and lucrative
salaries of certain sports writers symbolized the profession’s loss of
moral direction. ree of every four sports departments, ASNE investi-
gators found, edited their own copy and sent it directly to the compos-
ing room, permitting puffing “that would not be tolerated on any other
page.” Heywood Broun, who promoted himself as the “highest paid re -
porter in the country,” defended “personal jour nalism” over “emotional
commitment to conventional ity.” Gallico concurred. Playing big fights
as “high drama” was only giving circulation and readers what they
wanted.22

Chicago: “e Greatest Boxing City in the World”

Two of Chicago’s leading dailies played improbable roles in publicizing
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plans to hold the Dempsey-Tunney title fight at Soldiers Field some-
time in September 1926. e Chicago­Tri­bune and the Herald­and­Ex­-
aminer might have been expected to give front page play to fight pro-
moter Tex Rickard’s July 18 press conference indicating Chicago was
his first choice to host “the battle of the century.” And it might have
been sup posed that the papers, embroiled in a protracted and some-
times violent circulation war, would divide on the fight. But what could
not have been anticipated were the sides the two old ri vals took and
what it says about media ambivalence towards sports spectacles during
America’s jazz age.

William Randolph Hearst, who had hurriedly launched the Herald
and­ Examiner in 1900 to further his presidential ambitions, adored
boxing. He attended many of Dempsey’s ti tle defenses and would be
ringside in Philadelphia the even ing Dempsey lost his title to Tunney.
Hearst had been a pio neer in seeing the relationship of sports reporting
to reader ship and had quadrupled the size of the New­York­ Journal’s
sports section while locked in a circulation war with Joseph Pulitzer.
Hearst ordered his editors to fill their pages with “gee whiz emotion”
instead of “a lot of dull stuff that readers are supposed to like and
don’t.” ose readers, he insisted, were “the great middle class” who
read the Hearst press because it fought “the reactionary interests of
predatory corporations” which “are used selfishly to promote the wel-
fare of reactionary interests rather than the welfare of the public.”23

Hearst had in mind the Chicago­Tribune of Col. Robert R. Mc -
Cormick, which only fourteen months before had moved its four thou-
sand member payroll to a thirty-six-story office building on the Chicago
River, a building of Gothic gargoyles and tower befit ting the son of a
U.S. envoy to the courts of the Hapsburgs and Czar Nicholas. Educated
at Groton and Yale, McCormick had an affinity for polo and fox-hunt-
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ing and was a self-conscious “promoter of commerce” proud of the
“quality” of the Tribune’s readership. e paper’s daily circulation of
700,000, 1.1 mil lion on Sundays, made it the widest circulating morn-
ing pa per in America. Its annual advertising of 100,000 columns made
it the most profitable. With this status came the Tri­bune’s dedication to
the “highest ethical standards” of the pro fession. Managing editor Ed -
ward S. Beck had been one of five founding fathers of ASNE but Mc -
Cormick did not see that get ting in the way of “telling a good story.”24

e Herald­and­Examiner, by contrast, operated on the city’s near
west side in a broken down warehouse “unventi lated since the days of
Queen Victoria.” e “Madhouse on West Madison” so offended
Hearst’s aesthetic sensibilities he refused to enter it. While the Tribune
had a half acre of newly polished floor space, the madhouse was a
cramped, dank, noisy dungeon where “the clatter of telegraph and type-
writer” mixed with the “shouts and cursings” of “millionaire heiress es”
and authors-in-waiting who competed with one an other “for the glam-
our and low pay” of newspaper work. e Herald­and­Examiner’s sports
editor was Warren Brown, a veteran of boxing ballyhoo, who had tout-
ed Dempsey as a “killer” before his title fight with Jess “the Giant”
Willard in 1919. Dempsey’s destruction of Willard, seven knockdowns
in the first round and a bloody victory in three, led to his an noint ing as
“a sad dle-colored demon, a mountain lion in hu man form.” Demp sey
remembered his friends; and two years later the new champ hired
Brown to do publicity on his first film, “A Day with Jack Dempsey.”25

Brown, however, refused to give in to pre-fight euphoria and op -
posed staging the title bout in Chicago. He would have none of
Tunney’s overripe prediction that the championship match would
make Chicago “the greatest boxing city in the world.” As much as he
ad mired Dempsey’s pledge “to slug toe to toe” with Tunney, Brown
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wondered whether Chicago was ready for the “flare, blare and hokum”
of a heavyweight cham pionship. Brown noted that Illinois had legalized
boxing only three months before and “had yet to be educated to the
sport’s splendor.” Brown argued that Chicagoans “must be brought
along gently” to see “lesser fights staged and man aged with intelligence,
honesty and good sense.” For that rea son he urged Rickard to take his
fight to New York.26

e Tribune castigated Brown for his timidity. Staging the title fest
was a matter of “civic pride” because it would be “another step in mak-
ing this city the all around sports center of the country.” e paper mar-
ginalized the protest of the city’s ministerial association which “depre-
cated the brutality of commercialized sport.” e Tribune predicted
Rickard, a former “cowpuncher, marshal, saloonkeeper, woodsman,
pros  pec tor and high stakes gambler” would deliver the fight and ran a
cartoon with fans demanding “bring on the cauli flower.” e paper’s
Westbrook Pegler reported the “re fined” challenger of “plucked eye-
brows” had “left gram mari ans fainting” and put the population in a
“rich, creamy lather of ex citement.”27

On July 27 the state boxing commission, under pressure from a
coalition of religious and civic organizations, banned the bout. It re -
fused to license a “brutal spectacle that ladies might attend.” Com -
missioners, citing press reports, feared the fight would be a “fiasco”
given Chicago’s brief history of legal ized boxing and did not think a
projected $2 million gate justi fied an attack upon “community inter-
ests.” e Tribune abruptly backtracked. Sports editor Don Maxwell
charged Rickard must have thought Chicagoans “nit wits” to think he
could “kid Chicago into helping Tex” and congratulated com mis -
sioners for “calling his bluff.” Pegler implied Chi cago sportsmen were
inexperienced in bribe-taking; so Rick ard de cided “to pay the ice bill in
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Gotham.” But Brown could boast that “the Herald­and­Examiner was
the first and only pa per in Chicago in on the real score” and that his
“intimate” know l edge of the fight game had served Chicago well.28

Chicago’s brush with boxing history would have to wait until the
following year when Tunney decisioned Dempsey in their famous
“long count” rematch. Sixteen men died of heart attacks listening to
Graham McNamee’s call of the fateful seventh round when Dempsey
floored Tunney but failed to take him out. Poets mourned the passing
of their terrible “king” with “that God in heaven smile.” e Hearst
press took its share of abuse from the self-consciously re spectable press
for “lowering the whole tone of American journalism” by “gathering
garbage from the gutters of life.” But when it briefly appeared in 1926
that Dempsey would fight Tunney in Chicago, it was the establishment
Tribune and not the working class Herald­and­Examiner that got the
story right. A much ballyhooed bout might have been “good business,”
but a divided city had yet to reckon with the morality of a high stakes
“blood sport.” Chicago’s press reflected this ambivalence and served as
spokesman for competing visions of community that fought for the
city’s future during Ameri ca’s jazz age.29

“A Hard, Primitive Man” Vs. “A Man in an Arrow Collar”

Unlike Chicago, the New York press was not double-minded on host-
ing a Jack Dempsey championship fight. Rickard had opened Man -
hattan’s palatial Madison Square Garden a year before largely on the
strength of the $8.3 million he would make in promoting Demp sey’s
five million dollar fights. e New­York­Times praised Rickard’s “Midas
touch” at promo tion and “the master practitioner’s instinctive under -
standing of the public passion for spectacular exhibitions.” When Ric -
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kard died suddenly on January 6, 1929, 140 special-duty po licemen
held back 10,000 mourners who filed by the promoter’s $15,000
bronze bier. Paul Gallico of the New­York­Daily­News thought no one
better personified “sheer, naked immorality” during America’s jazz age
than Rickard, a “self-made show man” who made the “dirty business” of
prize fighting respect able by carefully cultivating “the better classes.”
Rickard’s capacity to “give the public the Dempsey it wanted” made
going to a Dempsey fight “a great human drama” that fed the era’s ap -
pe tite for self-observation.30

What divided the New­ York­ Daily­ News, the nation’s lead ing
tabloid, and the New­York­Times, the country’s paper of record, was
who Dempsey should fight. e New York Boxing Commission insist-
ed Dempsey defend his title against Negro challenger Harry Wills
before fighting Tunney. Following Chicago’s surprising pattern, New
York’s leading tabloid en dorsed the action of civic authorities, and its
quintessential establishment paper promoted a Dempsey-Tunney
show down. Paul Gallico, sports editor on the News, warned a Demp -
sey-Tunney fight would signal “a colored man may not try for the
heavyweight championship of the world.” But the Times’ box ing expert,
James P. Dawson, could see “no good reason” to de lay a Dempsey-
Tun ney confrontation. “e public has waited quite a few years to see
something happen,” Dawson wrote, and could be forgiven for thinking
boxing commissioners “lost in a fog.”31

e Times’ readiness to back the bout stemmed from Rickard’s suc-
cess in exploiting Dempsey’s “punches of para lyzing force” to elevate
boxing from a “vulgar display” of man’s primal instinct to the status of
cultural spectacle. Daw son notes that Dempsey’s fights were eagerly fol-
lowed by “the ‘best’ people,” a fact not lost on Times publisher Adolph
S. Ochs. For three decades he had promoted the Times as “a clean news-
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paper of high and honorable aims” targeted towards “a serious-minded
readership.” e strategy had sent the paper’s circulation soaring from
less than 19,000 to more than 350,000 and half a million on Sundays.
is pushed an nual earnings from $500,000 to $18 million, increased
yearly advertising from 2.2 million to 25 million lines and boosted the
weekly payroll to $100,000 for more than 2,000 employ ees.32

Times editorial page editor Garet Garrett thought Ochs’ ambition
to produce New York’s socially approved paper was guided by his work-
ing-class background and innate sense of “crowd consciousness.” is
led to thirteen pages of fight cov erage when Dempsey knocked out
French champion George Carpen tier in July 1921 and a one-column
headline for the compet ing “Harding Ends War.” A Times editorial
praised Dempsey as symbolizing the frontier spirit that conquered the
Indians and beat the Germans. Two years later Times ace re porter El -
mer Davis hailed Dempsey as “an Assyrian king” when he whipped
Tommy Gibbons. Ochs declared that “it takes money — lots of money
— to be a great newspaper” and, since boxing was now “a major fixture
on the entertainment calen dar of the nation,” there was no good reason
to ignore it.33

Ochs scoffed at “office boys and stock girls” who bought a newspa-
per “to look at pictures and read little snatches of news.” He hoped one
day they could be “trained” to read a more literate paper. His criticism
of the immensely popular New­York­Daily­News, which told stories in
pictures and language that could be easily visualized was mild compared
to those who charged the paper with “common pandering to the mere-
tricious tastes of the masses.” e paper had been the brainstorm of
Robert McCormick’s cousin Joseph Patterson, who patterned it after
British tabloids that were fifty per cent pictures. Launched in 1919, the
News soon became America’s leading seller and sold at two cents to
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keep it well within reach of its working class readership. Philip Payne,
Patterson’s manag ing editor, thought “thinking visually” the secret of
the paper’s success. “Our editors are taught to think in terms of pictures
all the time,” he said. “e rush of big city living” meant each story
must be “told in a flash with the reader feeling he’s actu ally seeing the
event.”34

e story-telling of its sports page was central to the popu larity of
Patterson’s paper. Gallico recalled that Patterson had a fundamental
faith in writing that gave readers “a first hand account” of an exciting
experience. He made the twenty-five-year-old Gallico a featured colum-
nist and the paper’s sports editor in 1923 after he fought an exhibition
round with Dempsey. “God liked the idea,” Gallico recalled, because
the image of Demp sey as “perfect fighting man” with “a bottom less well
of cold fury” made him a fan favorite. In an era of personal pub licity, a
News sports writer observed, Patterson’s sports page “latched onto
sports celebrities it could cultivate.” Among these no one stood larger
than Dempsey. Gallico con sidered the champion a “slayer of ogres,” a
man who “fought our battles.” e Demp sey the press had helped cre-
ate was his generation’s “most-loved athlete” because he was “a beloved
alter-ego,” a “hard and primitive man” who “fought to sur vive” in the
grow ingly impersonal world of corporate America where the indi vidual
was threatened with alienation and anonymity. Media preoc cupation
with Dempsey’s public and private life meant “you knew Dempsey bet-
ter than a member of your own fam ily.” As a result, Gallico admitted,
many re porters became “blinded by our own ballyhoo.” Dempsey’s un -
spoiled affability and culti vated brutality made him a fasci na tion. “We
loved Dempsey,” Gallico observed. “We were a cult of Dempsey wor -
ship pers.”35

e same could not be said of Tunney. Gallico considered him a
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“tactless and boastful youth,” a “snob” who “strolled through the sewers
of the fight game” with “unspectacular, workmanlike efficiency.” e
“nice people” may have em braced the “fighting marine” because he did
not “smoke, chew, or womanize.” But this “violated the image of a
pugilist” among reporters who found him affected and arrogant. If
Dempsey was a warrior, Tunney was “a no account clerk, a man in an
arrow collar ad.” Dempsey was a symbol of the in dividual who over-
comes, Tunney a manifestation of collabo rative caution, a student chal-
lenger well-schooled by his han dlers in the strategies of defense. e
press and public em braced Dempsey for “a gameness that went deeper
than his consciousness,” and at better than two to one odds thought
Tunney’s “studied concentration” no match for the champ’s “steel
fists.”36

ousands of fight fans thronged Pennsylvania Station on the after-
noon of August 4 hailing the arrival of the cham pion in Gotham. e
New­York­Times considered it a sign the public had outvoted the state
licensing commission and was “demanding” the Dempsey-Tunney
fight. But the commission insisted Dempsey fight Wills first. In an
open letter to the Daily­ News Tunney charged commissioners with
Tam many-inspired “incompetency.” Gallico countered. Tunney had
“at tacked the dignity of the state of New York” by “giving a swift kick
to its athletic commission.” Tunney retorted “only a knave or fool”
would believe a “crackpot” like Gallico, but the damage was done. e
commission refused to budge. As Rickard hurriedly left New York to
arrange the title fight in Philadelphia, the Times castigated boxing au -
thorities for “losing” the match, and the News bid good riddance to a
“glamourless snob” Dempsey would soon “sock back to Shake -
speare.”37
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Philadelphia: “Saving a City’s Reputation”

It took Tex Rickard less than forty-eight hours to seal a deal with
Philadelphia officials and to announce “the greatest box ing event ever”
would be staged September 23 at the city’s newly built Sesquicentennial
Stadium. e city’s haste in ap proving the bout stemmed from the
financial collapse of its highly touted celebration of the 150th anniver-
sary of the Decla ration of Independence. Rickard’s offer of $100,000 in
earnest money and the hope the city might realize millions more in pre-
fight and fight night profits spurred the settlement. With it, the city
planned to pay off more than 700 creditors sueing to recover $3 million
from a sesquicentennial authority whose staging of a civic spectacle
highlighted deepening divisions within a city struggling over its own
identity.38

City fathers had urged Philadelphians to “show good citi zenship”
and “civic pride” in backing a celebration of the city’s “spiritual and cul-
tural heritage.” Philadelphia’s sesqui centennial would serve as “a hearty
handclasp to the nation” and stand as a testimonial to the shared values
and common purposes that had made America a land “blessed by God.”
e promotional campaign produced $5 million in local donations and
led to the purchase of an 800-acre site south of the city, where an esti-
mated fifty million visitors would come dur ing the seven-month run of
“the greatest international exhibi tion ever.”39

e real meaning of the sesquicentennial to the city’s commercial
interests was the opportunity to promote Philadel phia’s “material and
cultural progress” and to project it as “a leading industrial and business
center.” Central to this pur pose was an $11 million advertising cam-
paign, the most ex pensive ever launched, targeting 10,000 newspapers
and 250 of the country’s largest organizations with the message it was
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their “patriotic duty” to come to the sesquicentennial. Every out-of-
towner would spend an average $100 in Philadelphia, the Chamber of
Commerce estimated, meaning $35 million to the local economy.40

e city’s double-mindedness over the ultimate meaning of its civic
spectacle reflected a withering of a controlling vi sion that had animated
Philadelphia’s Quaker founding and framed its early self-identity.
Urban historians have noted that a commitment to “egalitarian individ-
ualism” and a faith in self-reliance bound together Friends in a “holy
exper iment on the Delaware.” e city’s belief in success and the right
of the individual to pursue it “without interference from pulpit or class
authority” made Philadelphia a quintessential Ameri can city and laid
the foundation for the 20th-centu ry’s “hyper-active commercial town,
governed by standards of factory and market” and leaving vast urban
masses without a sense of consensus or necessary direction. A city once
defined by the values emanating from it was now a monument to the
estrangements of industrial living, a private and fragmented city with
no habit of community life, guided by “corporate sen timent.”41

Philadelphia’s struggle over self-identity, apparent in a well-publi-
cized failure to close the city’s 1,000 speakeasies, was magnified by a
June 27, 1926, vote of its forty-member ex posi tion board to suspend
the city’s 132-year-old “Blue Laws” and keep the sesquicentennial open
Sundays. e action, jus tified as an emergency measure to help stem the
sequi’s esti mated $8 million in losses, provoked deep resentment
among civic and religious leaders and their congregations who charged
in a petition signing campaign that the city was “break ing faith with
honor and its own history” in transform ing a solemn com munal cele-
bration into “a glorified side show.” At a packed protest rally, the city’s
ministerial associa tion de mand ed an end to rule by “rich men” who put
business in terests ahead of the will of “the common people.”42
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Philadelphia’s establishment press split over the seven day sesqui-
centennial issue. e Inquirer, the Public­Ledger and the Evening­Bul­-
letin, with 266 years of faithful service in fur thering the city’s financial
interests, broke ranks on support ing the sabbath. e Inquirer, long
known as the Republican bible of Pennsylvania, editorially castigated
“the malicious and ignorant organized opposition” who “knocked the
exposi tion.” e paper’s publisher, Col. James Elverson, Jr., thought it
“a burning shame and disgrace” that certain “self-serving individuals”
had divided the city on Sunday openings. e Public­Ledger of publish-
ing giant Cyrus H. K. Curtis fumed that Philadelphia’s “honor and
good name” were at stake in assuring the sesquicentennial was a success.
e paper charged that the ministerial association’s threatened boycott
of the sesquicentennial was calculated to “defeat the Exposition and tar-
nish Philadelphia’s reputation as the trustee of the Na tion.”43

e dean of Philadelphia publishers, seventy-four-year-old William
McLean, a fifty-four-year veteran of Pennsyl vania’s newspaper wars,
sided with sabbath supporters. An Evening­ Bulletin edi torial charged
sesquicentennial officials had “broken faith” with Philadelphia history
by “dishonoring the sabbath.” It had provoked a major split in the city
and led to a boycott, a court suit and a withdrawal by more than two
dozen organizations from their participation in the sesqui celebra tion.
Statewide protesters issued an urgent appeal to Gov. Gif ford Pinchot,
begging him to intervene “to save the city’s repu tation.” After initial
un certainty, Pinchot replied there was “regretably” nothing he could
do.44

e announcement the city would stage the Dempsey-Tunney title
fight further alienated those who felt betrayed by the secularizing of the
sesquicentennial. eir charge that the match would “debase” the city
and transform “the celebration of America’s cultural and moral vision”
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to “a com mercialized game of graft, fakery and greed” received little
attention in the press, including the Evening­Bulletin. Instead, the In­-
quirer, the Public­Ledger and the Bulletin went all out to hype the fight,
competing with banner headlines, extras and a mas sive publicity cam-
paign designed to stimulate circulation. e Inquirer parroted Rickard’s
rhetoric in claiming “the greatest crowd ever” would attend “the great-
est boxing event ever” in “the greatest Stadium ever” on the grounds of
“the greatest international exhibition ever.” e Public­Ledger re ported
that “business men, newsboys, trolley men, police and women of all
ages” were counting down the days to the big bout. e Ledger built up
the relatively unknown Tunney as “a man of destiny.” e Inquirer
gave eight-column play to each fighter’s pledge he would knock the
oth er out.45

It was the Evening­ Bulletin, however, that bastion of “socially
responsible journalism,” which warned readers to “beware of the bally-
hoo blitz,” that benefited most by backing the bout. Circulation soared
to half a million, third largest in the nation, on the strength of promot-
ing a fight “that has all the world agog.” e “historic clash” was “a fit-
ting tribute” to the city and nation, readers were told, because each
fighter was a “type.” Dempsey was portrayed as a Neanderthal; Tunney
a character out of Frank Merriwell. Dempsey had the “back ward slop-
ing brow of the man born to be a fighter.” Tun ney had “a full and well-
developed forehead — the head of a stu dent.” Dempsey fought with
“killer spirit” while Tunney was a defensive boxer of “careful habits.”
e day after Tun ney’s triumph the Bulletin ran forty-seven separate
stories on “brains” vic tory over “brawn” and took out a full-page ad
cele brating its circulation run that had made it the one of the widest
selling newspapers in the nation.46
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ConCluSion

A survey of the struggle to stage the 1926 heavyweight champi onship
fight between Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney is a window to the
wider world of mass mediated heroism and cultural spectacle during
America’s jazz age. e ambigui ties and uncertainties of the period were
projected onto two men who came to represent the ongoing social dis-
course over threats to individual autonomy and communal integration
in an era of rapid industrialization and bureaucratization. Mass media
stood astride this cultural and generational quarrel and reflected its
growing loss of self-identity even as it gave form and substance to the
public debate over what the American character was and was becoming.

Individual anxiety was an intimate part of the community wran-
gling that initially frustrated Tex Rickard’s staging of “the greatest bat-
tle since the Silurian Age.” Philadelphia eventually got the game in
hopes of staving off bankruptcy as sociated with a previous act of self-
promotion. e fight filled the city’s hotels and its sports stadium but
failed to rescue Philadelphia’s precarious financial plight. Neither did it
as suage those who saw in the celebration of a bloody contest a blatant
rejection of the city’s communitarian past. Critics charged that a com-
munity with no living memory of shared values left urban masses a
routed and disorganized army with no shared vision of a better life.

Journalism’s struggle over self-respect and professional status dur-
ing America’s jazz age reflected this cultural crisis in confidence. Es -
tablishment editors excoriated tabloid com petitors for telling tales of
cynicism and sentiment; but they were themselves expert in the art of
civic boost ing and self-promotion. e painful trans formation of Amer -
ican culture from the Victorian age to its uncertain en counter with
“modernity” was acutely felt in editorial offices across the country. In
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the Lynds’ “Middletown” everyone read his newspaper and saw chron-
icled there the bewildering pace and erratic course of everyday living.
By describing Ameri ca’s mad dash to and reluctant embrace of the
future, jazz age jour nalism captured the country’s crisis in cultural
authority and moderated the tensions arising from the increasing
weight lessness of modern living. In so doing, the mass media served as
a guide to the American character at a crucial and con tinuing moment
in national history.47

NOTES
 

1
For a summary of the apocalyptic literature arguing major media effects over the “American

mind,” see Daniel J. Czitrom, Media­and­the­American­Mind:­From­Morse­to­McLuhan (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina, 1982) and David Crowley and Paul Heyer, eds., Com­-
munication­in­History:­Technology,­Culture,­Society (New York: Longman, 1991). Early indications
of the role communication research would play in defining Ameri can character can be found in
Warren I. Susman, Culture­ as­History:­e­Transfor­mation­ of­American­Society­ in­ the­Twentieth
Century (New York: Pantheon, 1984).

2 e image of a somnambulist public appears in Marshall McLuhan, Understanding­Media:
e­Extensions­of­Man (New York: New American Library, 1965), 51-56, an early and popular for-
mulation on the “narcosis” of media effects.

3 Willard D. Rowland, Jr., “Foreward,” in Communication­in­History, vii-x, eds., Crow ley and
Heyer. Bruce E. Gronbeck, omas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup, eds., Media,­Con­sciousness­and
Culture:­Explorations­of­Walter­Ong’s­ought (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1991), 105; Walter J.
Ong, Interfaces­of­the­Word:­Studies­in­the­Evolution­of­Consciousness­and­Culture (Ithaca: Cornell
University, 1977), 315.

4 For a discussion of the word “media” and its relationship to the rise of the interwar “consumer
culture” see Czitrom, Media­and­the­American­Mind, 183-84. For a critique on the consumption
culture critics and their use of history to serve “ideological necessity,” see Joli Jensen, Redeeming
Modernity:­Contradictions­in­Media­Criticism (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1990), 10-13 and 178.

5 Daniel J. Boorstin, Democracy­and­Its­Discontents (New York: Random House, 1974), partic-
ularly, ch. 4, “e Rhetoric of Democracy”; and T. J. Jackson Lears, “From Salvation to Self
Realization,” e­Culture­of­Consumption, eds. Richard Wrightman Fox and T. J. Jack son Lears
(New York: Pantheon, 1983), 3-26.

6 A seminal attack on media’s presumed promulgation of “industrial folklore” is found in
Marshall McLuhan, e­Mechanical­Bride:­Folklore­of­an­Industrial­Man (Boston: Bea con Press,
1967), 98-100. See also, Raymond Bauer and Alice Bauer, “America, Mass Soci ety, and Mass
Media,” Journal­of­Social­ Issues 16 (Summer 1960): 22 and 29. A critique on the claims of the
major effects school and its misreading of the “American mind” is found in James L. Baughman,
“Television in the Golden Age: An Entrepeneurial Experiment,” in Media­Voices:­An­Historical

Evensen

Historiography in Mass Communication80



Perspective, ed. Jean Folkerts (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 417.
7 David M. Potter, People­of­Plenty:­Economic­Abundance­and­the­American­Character (Chicago:

University of Chicago, 1954), 3-31; Aristotle, Politics, vol. 7 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1885), 7.
See also, Alphonse Louis de Prat de Lamartine, History­of­the­Girondists,­or,­Personal­Memoirs­of­the
Patriots­of­ the­French­Revolution (New York: Harper, 1859) and History­of­ the­Restoration­of­ the
Monarchy­in­France (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1872), along with George Bancroft, History­of­the
United­States (New York: D. Appleton, 1885).

8 For an overview on major ways historians have interpreted American character, see David M.
Potter, “e Quest for a National Character,” in e­Reconstruction­of­American­History, ed. John
Higham (New York: Harper and Row, 1962), 197-220. See also Alexis de Toc queville, Democracy
in­ America, vol. 2 (New York: Knopf, 1946), 128-29; De Toc queville’s analysis is refuted by
Frederick Jackson Turner, e­Frontier­in­American­His­tory (New York: Henry Holt, 1920), 35-
42, where the author emphasizes the importance of the West in shaping national character. An
excellent review on writing Western history and national character is John Mack Faragher’s “e
Frontier Trail: Rethinking Turner and Reimagin ing the American West,” American­Historical
Review 98 (February 1993): 106-17. For scholarship on American character as conformist, there’s
David Riesman, e­Lonely­Crowd:­A­Study­of­the­Changing­American­Character (New Haven: Yale
Univer sity, 1950) and Henry Steele Commager, e­American­Mind (New Haven: Yale Univer -
sity, 1959). Carl N. Degler makes an argument in behalf of the continuity of American na tional
charac ter in Out­of­Our­Past:­e­Forces­at­Shaped­Modern­America (New York: Harper and Row,
1962).

9 See Lee R. Coleman, “What Is American: A Study of Alleged American Traits,” Social­Forces
19 (Fall 1941) 492-99. Also see John Higham’s introduction in John Higham and Paul Conkin,
eds., New­Directions­in­American­Intellectual­History (Baltimore: Johns Hop kins, 1979) and in the
same edition, Warren I. Susman, “Personality and the Making of Twentieth-Century Culture,”
212-26; Rowland Berthoff, An­Unsettled­People:­ Social­Order­ and­Disorder­ in­American­History
(New York: Harper and Row, 1971), introduction; and Rus sell Jacoby, “A New Intellectual
History?” American­Historical­Review 97 (Fall 1992): 405-24. For the current crisis in intellectual
history see Dominick LaCapra, Soundings­ in­Criti­cal­eory (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1989),
197-99 and Robert Darnton, “Intellectual and Cultural History,” in e­Past­ Before­Us:­ Con­-
temporary­Historical­Writ­ing­in­the­United­States, ed. Michael Kammen (Ithaca: Cornell University,
1980), 326-27.

10 Margaret Mead, And­Keep­Your­Powder­Dry (New York: William Morrow, 1942), 21-24;
Clyde Kluckhorn and Henry A. Murray, Personality­ in­Nature,­Society­and­Culture (New York:
Knopf, 1949), 36-38.

11 Victor Turner, Schism­ and­ Continuity (Manchester: Manchester University, 1957), 92;
Victor Turner, Dramas,­Fields­and­Metaphors (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1974), 32-33; John J.
MacAloon, Rite,­Drama,­Festival,­Spectacle (Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues,
1984), 3-10; Clifford Geertz, e­Interpretation­of­Cultures (New York: Ba sic Books, 1973), 447-
48.

12 George H. Sage, Power­ and­ Ideology­ in­ American­ Sport (Champaign: Human Kinet ics,
1990), 26-29; Barry McPherson, James E. Curtis and John W. Loy, e­Social­Signifi­cance­of­Sport:
An­ Introduction­ to­ the­ Sociology­ of­ Sport (Champaign: Human Kinetics, 1989), 7-23; Pierre de
Coubertin, e­Olympic­Idea:­Discourses­and­Essays (Stuttgart: Olympischer Sport-Verlag, 1967),
99-118; John J. MacAloon, “Olympic Games and the e ory of Spectacle in Modern Societies,”
in MacAloon, Rite,­Drama,­Festival,­Spectacle, 266-70; Chris Rojek, Capitalism­and­Leisure­eory

The Media and the American Character

Volume 10 (2024). Number 4 81



(London: Tavistock, 1985), 51-60; Emile Durkheim, e­Elementary­Forms­of­Religious­Life (1912;
reprint ed., New York: Free Press, 1965), 427-28 and 475-76; Johan Huizinga, Homo­Ludens
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1955), 195-97; Johan Huizinga, America:­A­Dutch­Historian’s­View­from
Afar­and­Near (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 113-16.

13 Robert W. McChesney, “Media Made Sport: A History of Sports Coverage in the United
States,” in Media,­Sports,­and­Society, ed. Lawrence A. Wenner (Newbury Park: Sage, 1989), 49-
61; Robert M. Lewis, “American Sport History: A Bibliographical Guide,” American­ Studies
International 29 (April 1991): 35-59; John Rickards Betts, “Sporting Journalism in Nineteenth
Century America,” American­ Quarterly 5 (Spring 1953): 39-46; John Rickards Betts, “e
Technological Revolution and the Rise of Sport, 1850-1900,” Mississippi­Valley­Historical­Review
40 (September 1953): 231-56; John Rickards Betts, America’s­ Sporting­ Heritage,­ 1850-1950
(Reading, Pa.: Addison-Wesley, 1974), 243-71; Guy Lewis, “Sport, Youth Culture and Con -
ventionality, 1920-1970,” Journal­of­Sports­History 4 (Summer 1977): 129-33; Donald J. Mrozek,
Sport­and­American­Mentality,­1880-1910 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee, 1983), introduc-
tion and 227-34. See also Steven A. Riess, Touching­ Base:­ Professional­ Baseball­ and­ American
Culture­in­the­Progressive­Era (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1980), 22-39 and 221-32; Benjamin
G. Rader, “Compensatory Sports Heroes: Ruth, Grange and Dempsey,” Journal­of­Popular­Culture
16 (Fall 1983): 11-22; Benjamin G. Rader, American­Sports:­From­the­Age­of­Folk­Games­to­the­Age
of­Spectators (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1983), 176-90; Randy Roberts, “Jack Demp -
sey: An American Hero of the 1920’s,” in e­Sporting­Image:­Readings­in­American­Sport­History,
ed. Paul Z. Zingg (Lanham: University Press of America, 1988), 267-85; Sut Jhally, “e Spec -
tacle of Accumulation: Material and Cultural Factors in the Evolution of the Sports/Media
Complex,” e­Insurgent­Sociologist 3 (Summer 1984): 41-57; Douglas A. Noverr and Lawrence
E. Ziewacz, e­Games­ey­Played:­Sports­in­American­History,­1865-1980 (Chicago: Nelson-Hall,
1983), 59-72 and 87-88; Warren Susman, “Piety, Profits, and Play: e 1920’s,” in Men,­Women,
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(New York: Boni and Liveright, 1927) and Simon Bessie, Jazz­Journalism:­e­Story­of­the­Tabloid
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ington: American Society of Newspaper Editors, 1926), 99-100; Journalism­Bulletin 2 (January
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December 1934, 78; Bent, Ballyhoo, 131-32; James P. Dawson, “Boxing,” in Danzig and Brand -
wein, Sport’s­Golden­Age, 39-85; Fleischer, Fifty­Years­at­Ringside, 99-112 and 119-37; Dempsey
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tion of Dempsey see Gallico, Farewell­ to­ Sport, 81-90 and 100-02; Kearns and Fraw ley, e
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5-9.
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kins, 1986), 47; William G. Sheperd, “Why Criminals Are Not Afraid: General Butler’s Battle of
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1919-1929,” 576-77; Baldwin, “Smedley Darlington Butler and Prohibition Enforcement in
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centennial boycotters is also reflected in the Sesquicentennial Papers of Louis F. Whitcomb. Whit -
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(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1948), 123-32.
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1926, 1 and 15; 26 August 1926, 15; 27 August 1926, 17; 29 August 1926, 18; 30 Au gust 1926,
15; 2 September 1926, 17; 3 September 1926; and 19 September 1926, Sports Sec tion, 1 and 2.
Philadelphia­Public­Ledger, 6 August 1926, 15; 19 August 1926, 1 and 17; 20 August 1926, 13;
23 August 1926, 1; 24 August 1926, 26; 4 September 1926, 19; 12 September 1926, 24; and 15
September 1926, 15. For cooperation of sesquicentennial public relations in promoting the fight
see news re leases dated 30 August - 23 September 1926 in Sesquicentennial Exhibition, Collection
No. 587, Historical Society of Pennsylvania. For Rickard’s deft use of the press see Gallico, Fare­-
well­to­Sport, 92-99; Dawson, “Boxing,” 38-43; Rice, e­Tumult­and­the­Shouting, 134-37.

46 Philadelphia­Evening­Bulletin, 20 August 1926, 1; 21 August 1926, 1; 23 August 1926, 1
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PRAISE FOR 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MEDIA
in American Historyin American History

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

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

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

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

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


The Joint Journalism and Communication History Conference: 
Call for Papers

e Joint Journalism and Communication History Conference
(JJCHC), co-sponsored by the American Journalism Historians As -
sociation and the History Division of the Association for Education in
Journalism and Mass Communication, is now accepting submissions
for the 2025 conference. Submissions will open ursday, January 2,
and the submission deadline is 11:59 p.m. Monday, January 20, 2025. 

is one-day interdisciplinary conference welcomes faculty and
graduate students with an interest in journalism or communication his-
tory. Innovative research and ideas from all areas of journalism and
communication history and from all time periods are welcome. is
conference offers participants the chance to explore new ideas, garner
feedback on their work, and meet colleagues from around the world i -
nterested in journalism and communication history in a welcoming en -
vironment.

When: Friday, March 28, 2025, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Where: Philip Merrill College of Journalism at the University of

Maryland, College Park
Registration fee: $90, including boxed lunch. Free for graduate

students, with optional boxed lunch at $30.
Research, research-in-progress, panels, and workshop proposals are

all welcome. Your proposal should detail your presentation topic and
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offer a compelling rationale as to why your research would interest an
interdisciplinary community of scholars.

• Papers are completed research studies and should be attached to
the submission, along with the 500-word abstract.
• Research-in-progress are projects that are currently underway, and
which would benefit from collegial feedback in a conference setting.
e JJCHC eagerly welcomes this kind of work and prides itself as
a forum for generative thinking and feedback. To submit an RIP,
include a 500-word abstract of the work in the submission form.
• Panels are pre-constituted presentations around a single topic. To
submit a panel, include a 500-word rationale overview, along with
separate abstracts for individual presentations.
Submissions should be emailed to jjchc.submissions@gmail.com.

Please remove any identifying information from your paper or abstract,
and attach it to your email as a PDF or Microsoft Word document. In
the body of your email, please include your name, preferred email ad -
dress, institutional affiliation, and title/rank (if applicable). If you are
submitting a panel proposal, please include that information for all
panel participants. 

e deadline for proposal submissions is 11:59 p.m. eastern
Time (u.S.) Monday, Jan. 20, 2025. 

Authors will be notified as to whether their proposals by mid-
February.

Conference Organizers:
Elisabeth Fondren, St. John’s University, New York, NY, 
fondrene@stjohns.edu
Rob Wells, University of Maryland, College Park, MD, 
robwells@umd.edu
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American Journalism Historians Association Elects Officers

Debra van Tuyll, Professor emerita, Augusta University, was inaugurat-
ed as president of the American Journalism Historians Association at
the AJHA’s October national convention.

Michael Fuhlhage, Wayne State University, became First Vice Pres -
ident. Pam Parry, Southeast Missouri State University, was elected
Second Vice President.

ree professors were elected to the Board of Directors (for the
2024-2027 term of office). ey are Julie Lane, Boise State University;
Marquita Smith, University of Mississippi; and Pamela Walck, Du -
quesne University

Continuing members of the Board are (for the 2023-2026 term)
Christina Littlefield, Pepperdine University; Mark Bernhardt, Jackson
State University; and Amber Roessner, University of Tennessee; and
(for the 2022-2025 term) Elisabeth Fondren, St. John’s University;
Tom Mascaro, Bowling Green State (Emeritus); and Ashley Walter, St.
Louis University.

Journalism History: 2024-25 Essay Competition Call

e Journalism­History journal calls for scholarly essays that explore the
development of journalism’s norms and practices — those subtle but
significant values and beliefs that define journalism within and across
national and cultural contexts.

is year’s competition seeks essays that explore the historical con-
struction and development of the mosaic of professional norms and
practices across cultural, generational, or national contexts around the
globe. is exploration can be done through a significant historical
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event or individual within a specific national context, or it can be an
examination of a norm or practice’s evolution over time or across cul-
tural contexts in a given era.

Essay topics could include, but are not limited to, the development
of norms, values, and practices around or in:

• Source relations and confidentiality
• “Objectivity”
• Journalistic activism
• Unique national or cultural contexts
• Emergent post-colonial contexts
• Professional specialties (sports, politics, lifestyle, visual journal-

ism, etc).
e winning essay will receive a $100 (US) prize. Top essay(s) will

be published in the Journalism History journal; runners-up will be pub-
lished on the Journalism History website.

To be considered for inclusion in the essay series, please submit the
following to jhistoryjournal@gmail.com by 11.59 p.m. Pacific time De -
cember 15, 2024:

• A brief CV (including publications).
• A 100- to 200-word synopsis of the topic you plan to discuss in

your essay, along with a short list of key primary and secondary sources
you plan to draw from.

• An affirmation that the essay has not been proposed or published
elsewhere.

Essay selection and the schedule for publication will be decided by
January 15, 2025. Completed essays accepted for online publication
will be due approximately two weeks before their scheduled publication
date. e essays to be published in the journal will be due by March 15,
2025.
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Completed essays will be 1,000 to 1,500 words, excluding citations.
Authors should cite primary and/or secondary sources to support their
arguments. Both abstract and full essay submissions must be in English.
e Chicago Manual of Style must be used for accepted essays.

Questions may be directed to Josie Vine, online content coordina-
tor for Journalism­History, at jhistoryjournal@gmail.com.

Walter Wins 2024 Dicken-Garcia Research Grant

e American Journalism Historians Association awarded the 2024
Hazel Dicken-Garcia Research Grant to Ashley Walter, an assistant
pro fessor in the Department of Communication at St. Louis University. 

Established in 2023, the grant provides financial assistance to grad-
uate students and junior faculty whose work embodies the scholarly in -
terests of Dicken-Garcia, which includes 19th- and 20th-century jour-
nalism standards; equity issues and the media; gender, identity, and the
media; media and journalism ethics; international communication;
Civ il War journalism; and free expression/First Amendment. Dicken-
Garcia mentored numerous M.A. and Ph.D. students during her 30-
year career in the School of Journalism and Mass Communication at
the University of Minnesota. 

e grant will support Walter’s travel to conduct research in
Associated Press and Time, Inc. archives in New York City in support
of a forthcoming book project on lawsuits filed by women working at
print news organizations following the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights
Act. Walter’s book aims to uncover the stories of these women —
which were un- or under-reported in the mainstream press — and fol-
low the entire history of the suits and their long-term impact. 

“I am delighted to receive a grant that honors the memory of
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Dicken-Garcia,” Walter said. “I wouldn’t be where I am today without
this organization and the gifts that its members have given me. AJHA
members are always generous with their time and mentorship. I am
honored to now receive this generous grant. I promise to repay the
kindness that I’ve received.” 

Cfp: IAMHIST Conference 2025 “Decentering Media Histories and
Practices”. 30 June-2 July, 2025, at the University of Cape Town (Za)

Deadline: Dec 20, 2024
IAMHIST is an international organisation of scholars, filmmakers,
broadcasters and archivists dedicated to historical inquiry into film,
radio, TV and other media.

e study of film and media histories has long been dominated by
western, often Eurocentric perspectives, in terms of content, theory and
methodology. In previously colonised countries, colonial archiving pro -
jects have silenced historical accounts and profoundly altered postcolo-
nial mediascapes. In some countries, cultures of censorship and neglect
have resulted in lopsided, disintegrating or inaccessible public records.
In recent years, there have been calls for an epistemological re-examina-
tion of sources, methods, and practices — to de-colonise and reimagine
scholarship to include indigenous media histories as well as radical and
reparative approaches to the past. In response, the 2025 IAMHIST con-
ference seeks to shift, disrupt, and question existing scholarship by
including previously excluded perspectives, histories, media, archives,
practitioners and lenses. We invite proposals for papers, artists’ presen-
tations and panel discussions on any of the following topics:

• Re-examining colonial film and media histories
• (Decomposing) colonial media representations
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• Colonial archiving practices
• Archival migration and repatriation in the colonies
• Archival ownership, financing and access
• Decolonial perspectives on film and media history
• Indigenous media practices, past and present
• e history of media cultures in the Global South
• e communication practices of liberation movements
• Reparative media/the media and reparations
• Decolonising media archives
• Post-colonial media and film
• e restitution of audiovisual/immaterial archives and heritage
media
• e archiving of indigenous communities, liberation movements
and post-colonial practices (as colonial archives often only represent
the perspective of the coloniser it is important to build/value/find
archives that represent indigenous perspectives)
• e politics of archival financing
• Diasporic communication histories
• Digital engagements with archives (adaptation, manipulation,
restoration)
• Contemporary reuse of archives
Individual paper proposals should consist of a title, an abstract of

200-300 words and a short biography (100 words). We especially wel-
come proposals from early-career researchers, archivists and practition-
ers. Panel proposals (of 3-4 papers) are also welcome; they need to be
submitted by one individual presenter of the panel who must include
the title of the panel and all abstracts and short bios. We also appreciate
proposals for archival, artistic or multimedia/practice-based projects or
workshops.
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You are welcome to discuss their suitability with the conference
organisers in advance of the deadline. You can send enquiries to
IAMHIST2025@gmail.com.

Conference attendees are expected to be members of IAMHIST.
Information about IAMHIST membership can be found here:
http://iamhist.net/membership/. ere will also be an opportunity to
join at the time of registration.

e conference is co-organised by IAMHIST and the Centre for
Film and Media Studies at the University of Cape Town, South Africa.

e deadline for submissions is 20 December. 
Please submit your proposals here:
https://forms.gle/J5Hntu2gftoQHong6
Full call: https://iamhist.net/category/iamhist-conference-2025/

Call for Papers: Media Mutations 16 International Conference:
Unlocking Television Archives in the Digital Era

Date and location: May 26-27, 2025 * Bologna, Dipartimento delle
Arti, Palazzo Marescotti

Organised by Luca Barra, Matteo Marinello, Emiliano Rossi (Uni -
versità di Bologna), Susanne Eichner (Filmuniversität Babelsberg
Konrad Wolf, Potsdam) and Anne-Katrin Weber (Université de Laus -
anne)
Proposals deadline: February 10, 2025

Details here: site.unibo.it/atlas/en/final-conference and here: medi-
amutations.org/callforpapers

e opportunity to store and preserve full records or fragments of
already aired programmes has been a crucial challenge for the entire tel-
evision industry since its inception, implying issues of material feasibil-
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ity, editorial advantage and, not least, economic viability. Despite sub-
stantial geographical discrepancies and various capacities, PSBs and
legacy networks have mostly initiated in-house archives and digitised
repositories. On the other hand, local channels and less institutionalised
TV companies have been inconsistent, with the result that significant
portions of their cultural heritage have been lost, or are barely available.
Concurrently, from the second half of the 1990s, the interdependence
between media and audiovisual archives has undergone a radical evolu-
tion: digitisation, recovery, preservation, access, and sharing have grad-
ually become buzzwords of any creative chain, while video collections
have been widely reinstated as tools for storytelling, memory/identity-
building, and corporate branding.

e 16th edition of Media Mutations international conference —
developed within the scope of the PRIN 2020 research project ATLas -
Atlante delle televisioni locali (Atlas of Local Televisions,
site.unibo.it/atlas/en) — will explore and engage with the history and
recent developments of TV archives, investigated both on a theoretical,
technical and operational basis and with attention to their commercial
potential. In an age of multi-channel and digital platforms, the use of
archives as sources entails constant renegotiations of the ties between
technology and memory, opening unexpected glimpses in public histo-
ry and delving into the political dimension of cultural heritage’s reuse,
exploitation and enhancement. Accordingly, the conference aims to fos-
ter dialogue on current practices, policies and emerging trends as far as
the establishment, curation and maintenance of media corporations’
archives are concerned, while raising complex questions around their
fair use(s). In such a frame, the coverage of minor, less-known case stud-
ies drawn from a European, international and transnational scale will be
appreciated.
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By bringing together academic researchers, professionals, and
experts, Media Mutations 16 encourages submissions covering diverse
topics, approaches and methodologies, such as:

• creation, classification and preservation of TV archives, within or
beyond academic research: specificities, challenges, ethics, histori-
ography, and methodological tools;
• the peculiarities and complexities of local, private, commercial tel-
evision archives, and their relevance at a regional, national and
transnational level;
• digitisation of audiovisual and non-audiovisual (e.g. production
documents, press releases, sound recordings, images) sources: proj-
ects, experiences, examples;
• audiovisual archives between preservation, restoration and cura-
tion procedures;
• promotion and implementation initiatives related to TV archives
and content circulation, including digital exhibitions and multime-
dia showcases;
• regulation: norms, laws, policies and institutional guidelines con-
cerning TV archives; 
• archival and production cultures: the use of TV archives to inves-
tigate the medium backstage and professional routines, also
through the enhancement of ancillary resources (e.g. paratexts,
interstitial programmes, promotional materials);
• the exploitation of TV archives for entertainment, information
and other commercial uses; 
• TV archives, society, and public history practices: the connection
with audience, local communities, and the broader public, against
the backdrop of national, regional and local identities;
• infrastructural and operational logics of digital collections: logics
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and strategies for selecting and classifying documents, data manage-
ment arrangements, IP and copyright protection;
• international alliances between audiovisual archives and co-oper-
ation schemes;
• audiovisual heritage and the decolonisation of archives: proce-
dures, knowledge and communication;
• long-term conservation, social responsibility and environmental
sustainability of audiovisual archives: exploitation of labour avoid-
ance, climate-neutral digital hosting, socio-ecological footprint and
related best practices;
• the integration of AI into audiovisual archives: the advancement
of AI-generated content and the applications of AI and machine
learning to manage and retrieve stored items.
e language of the conference is English. 
abstracts (max 250 words) should be sent to luca.barra@unibo.it,

emiliano.rossi5@unibo.it, matteo.marinello3@unibo.it by February
10, 2025. 

Please attach a short biography (max 100 words) and an optional
selection of sources (up to five titles) relevant to the topics addressed in
the proposal. e conference will be in person, with no option for re -
mote presentation. Notification of acceptance will be sent by March
5th, 2025. A registration fee will be requested after notification of paper
acceptance (€80 for speakers and professional attendants).

is Conference is promoted by the Media Mutations
Association(mediamutations.org) and financially supported by PRIN
2020 ATLas and DAMSLab. e Conference is also organized in col-
laboration with VIEW.­ Journal­ of­ European­ Television­ History­ and
Culture, SERIES.­ International­ Journal­ of­ Television­ Serial­Narratives,
and the TV Studies section of ECREA — European Communication
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Research and Education Association.
e acts of the conference will be published by Media Mutations

Publishing(publishing.mediamutations.org). Please also note that the
call for papers of Tele-Archives.­ Reframing­ Archival­ Research­ on­ Local
Televisions­Across­Europe, winter 2025 special issue of Cinergie focuses
on some topics covered by the conference; cross-applications are wel-
come. More information is be available here:
cinergie.unibo.it/announcement.

Call for Papers: Cinergie. Il cinema e le altre arti no. 28

Tele-Archives. Reframing Archival Research on Local Televisions
Across Europe; ed. by Giulia Crisanti (Sapienza Università di Roma),
Myriam Mereu (Università degli Studi di Cagliari), Emiliano Rossi
(Uni versità di Bologna) and Paola Zeni (Università degli Studi di To -
rino)
Proposals deadline: January 10, 2025

Details here: https://site.unibo.it/atlas/en/publication and
https://cinergie.unibo.it/announcement/view/660

is special issue of Cinergie —  developed within the scope of the
PRIN 2020 research project ATLas - Atlante delle Televisioni Locali
(Atlas of Local Televisions, https://site.unibo.it/atlas/en)  —  intends to
bring together a wide variety of contributions on local broadcasting in
Europe, with a particular focus on the several ways in which archival
research can delve into the evolution of media systems in different con-
texts, as well as investigate unexplored narratives in European television
history. e existing literature has largely relied on memorialist ac -
counts to assess the peculiarities of local TV stations. A thorough and
systemic historical inquiry of Europe’s commercial broadcasting is how-
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ever still lacking. e CFP consequently solicits contributions address-
ing the many single stories of local broadcasters in relation to more gen-
eral interpretations of the progressive commercialization of European
television.

Italy provides an interesting case study to address the evolution
undertaken during the 1980s by European televisions, but it also shows
the need for a transnational and/or comparative analysis. Between 1974
and 1976, a series of rulings issued by the National Constitutional
Court brought about a revolution in the country’s television landscape.
Together with the 1975 reform of national PSB Rai, the Court provi-
sions opened a new era in the history of Italian broadcasting, ending
State’s monopoly and leading the way towards the growth of Italian
local and private televisions. e ensuing commercialisation of Italian
broadcasting was however connected to and sustained by larger histori-
cal transformations which cannot be confined within the nation’s geo-
graphical or political borders: technological innovations in broadcast-
ing, increased market liberalisation, progressive segmentation of con-
sumer habits all contributed to transnationally challenge the hitherto
dominant European television paradigm, prompting a greater influence
of American commercial television models and programs, as well as a
variety of local and national responses. e eventual introduction, in
1989, of the European directive known as “Television without
Frontiers” testifies to the strong relation between larger trends impact-
ing media landscapes all across the continent and the evolution of Eu -
ropean television broadcasting in the 1980s.

Since they represent one of the most valuable resources to study the
past, archives can be framed from a wide variety of interdisciplinary per-
spectives, including comparative and cross-media scholarly points of
view. Lack of access to audiovisual repositories and documentary
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sources referring to private TV stations has undermined a full under-
standing of their role and legacy. Accordingly, the recurrent absence of
institutional databases demands a “patchwork” approach, fostering the
adoption of an inter-textual outlook connecting the experience of local
televisions with other media outlets such as newspapers, radio stations,
cinema, etc. Such an integration of sources entails new strategies to col-
lect, preserve and transmit audiovisual heritage, while providing fruitful
insights into the history of broader European socio-economic and cul-
tural developments throughout the 1980s.

Following the “archival turn” undertaken in film, media and televi-
sion studies, this special issue of Cinergie

• will gather contributions that deal with  —  but are not strictly
limited to  —  the following topics and issues:

• the role of formal and informal TV and media archives in shaping
private and public memories, cultures and identities, especially in
Europe and with reference to different territorial scales (i.e. transna-
tional, national, regional, local);
• the rediscovery of hidden TV and media archives, including for-
gotten or marginalised figures, stories, TV programmes, genres and
schedules;
• the resort to audiovisual archive to shed light on TV production
and distribution patterns, with a special focus on industrial details;
• the integration, in addition to audiovisual records, of different
archival sources (i.e. sound recordings, images, scripts, interviews),
the role played by grey archives (i.e. those storing administrative
deeds and business data) and the enhancement of oral history prac-
tices within academic research on local broadcasting;
• the technical, editorial and commercial structure of TV archives:
data treatment, sampling criteria, content hierarchies and discovery
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tools;
• academic, historical and public uses of archives: methodological
and theoretical standpoints, limits and problems of database access
between analogical and digital repositories;
• data circulation and dissemination strategies, with a special focus
on local TV and commercial broadcasting;
• the evolution and survival of media archives: policies, open sci-
ence practices, IP protection, alternative approaches towards the
revitalisation of cultural heritage.
Please send a 300/500-word abstract and a short bio (50-100

words, in English) to Giulia Crisanti and Paola Zeni at giulia.crisan-
ti@uniromal.it and paola.zeni@unito.it by January 10, 2025 — [sub-
ject: Cinergie Application + name surname author(s)].

Notification of acceptance will be sent by January 31, 2025.
If the proposal is accepted, the author(s) will be asked to submit the

full article by May 20, 2025.
Articles (in English or Italian) must not exceed 6,000 words and

may include images, clips, and links for illustrative purposes. Please pro-
vide proper credits, permissions, and copyright information to ensure
that images, clips, and links are copyright-free and can be published.

Contributions will undergo a double-blind peer-review.
Expected publication: December 2025.
Please note that the 16th edition of Media Mutations international

conference — Unlocking Television Archives in the Digital Era
(https://site.unibo.it/atlas/en/final-conference), to be held in Bologna in
May 26-27, 2025, will focus on some of the topics covered by the issue;
cross-applications are welcome.
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Call for Articles: Women’s Film and Television History Network —
UK/Ireland

At the Women’s Film and Television History Network — UK/Ireland,
we are dedicated to exploring and celebrating the invaluable contribu-
tions women have made to the evolution of film and television. We
invite you to share your insights, ideas, and research with our commu-
nity.

Share Your ideas! If you have a concept or topic related to film or
television that you’d like to explore, we would love to hear from you.
Your perspectives are vital to our mission of amplifying women’s voices
in the industry.

Ways to Contribute
If you’re interested in contributing but don’t have a specific idea in

mind, here are several opportunities to get involved:
1. Book Reviews: We are excited to introduce a new section for

book reviews on our blog. We’re starting with the following titles:
• Laura Minor’s Reclaiming­Female­Authorship­in­Contemporary­UK
TV­Comedy­ Read more here
• Marianne Kac-Vergne and Julie Assouly (eds.), From­the­Margins
to­the­Mainstream:­Women­in­Film­and­Television  Read more here
• Anna Bogutskaya’s Feeding­the­Monster:­Why­Horror­Has­a­Hold
On­Us  Read more here
If any of these titles pique your interest, please reach out.
2. interviews: We are keen to feature interviews with contempo-

rary women filmmakers. If you have any suggestions, please reach out.
3. Coverage of the BFi’s Woman with a Movie Camera Summit

2025: We are looking for contributors to cover the BFI’s Woman with
a Movie Camera Summit. is can include a retrospective on the Sum -
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mit’s programme since its inception or coverage of next year’s event. If
you’re interested in writing a retrospective, we would love to publish it
as soon as possible. For those interested in covering next year’s Summit,
please express your interest, and we’ll be in touch next year.

4. Festival Coverage and Film Reviews: If you would live to cover
film festivals or to focus on individual film reviews or specific articles,
please let us know. Learn more here.

5. Podcast Reviews: We welcome reviews of podcasts that explore
women’s roles in film, such as Girls­on­Film or Making­It:­Women­in
Film. If you have a specific episode or series in mind, we’d love to hear
your thoughts.6

1. Film and Filmmaker Pieces: We have some ideas for pieces that
seek to highlight the contributions of women in film:

•­Invisible­Women:­Seek out and champion the work of women and
filmmakers with marginalized identities who have been overlooked,
uncredited, or excluded from the history of cinema.
•­Emerging­Female­Filmmakers:­Consider filmmakers such as Char -
lotte (Scrapper, 2023), Raine Allen Miller (Rye­Lane, 2023), Molly
Manning Walker (How­to­Have­Sex, 2023), Charlotte Wells (Af­-
tersun, 2022), Adura Onashile (Girl, 2023), and Georgia Oakley
(Blue­Jean, 2023).
If any of the above interests you, please get in touch with Bruna

Foletto Lucas (Foletto.b@gmail.com) or Sophia Satchell-Baeza
(ssatchellbaeza@yahoo.co.uk). If you’re interested in pitching for our
Television blog, contact Laura Minor at l.j.minor@salford.ac.uk

ank you. 
Dr. Bruna Foletto Lucas
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Call for Papers: Migration in Media Histories

Migration is one of the most contested and politically charged issues of
our times. Referring to a range of experiences, migration entails forms
of exile, diaspora, labor migration, refugee experiences, human traffick-
ing, and other forms of human displacement due to economic, political,
or global forces. In our current “age of migration” (De Haas, Castles,
and Miller 2019; De Haas 2023), the global political landscape is seeing
the rise of populist, right-wing or alt-right movements with nationalist,
anti-immigration agendas. e political debates on migration are fueled
by a seemingly endless array of images, frames, and narratives provided
and reproduced by television, film, and radio, and other (online/social)
media platforms. At the same time, these media platforms are also the
site of counter-narratives and political activism. Historicizing the entan-
glement of media and migration thereby becomes indispensable.

Within an increasingly significant body of work on migration and
media, a profound historical approach is still rather underdeveloped.
While many studies focus on recent representations of migration in the
media, fewer studies analyze media representations of migration over
time. Such studies show that historicizing of media narratives of migra-
tion and paying attention to wider temporalities can help to understand
the emergence and persistence of (stereotypical) stories and images of
migration, and to recognize the historical roots of contemporary media
discourse of migration. Recent studies show that the rise of computa-
tional approaches offers promising opportunities for historical, cross-
media, and systematic longitudinal research on media and migration.
Another productive line of historical research on media and migration
revolves around archives and mediated memories of migration. Various
scholars engage with (marginalized) audiovisual collections, and study
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the archival representation of migrant communities, and the systematic
underrepresentation of these groups from heritage. Others seek to ex -
amine the remediation of archival footage of migration to demonstrate
how media re-narrativize migration, and how media make (counter-
hegemonic) use of mediated migratory memories in contemporary pro-
ductions. Besides, scholarly work focuses on the history of multicultural
programming in European broadcasting. And finally, scholars are in -
vested in historically-informed inquiries of media technology and media
use across migration contexts.

is special issue of TMG­Journal­for­Media­History seeks to further
these promising avenues of historical research on the topic of media and
migration. We welcome a variety of disciplines and approaches to
realise our ambition to present unfamiliar histories of media and migra-
tion. We hence invite empirical, theoretical, and methodological con-
tributions addressing the following topics as well as other topics within
the field of media and migration studies:

• Media representation/framing of migration
• Migration and the archive
• Mediated migration memories
• Histories of diasporic/migrant media production
• Histories of migrant media use/ tactics of self-representation/
media activism
• Encounters of cultural differences in film and television
• Historical perspectives on media framing of refugee/ asylum
‘crises’
• Comparison of media representation of migration in two or more
crises/eras
• Histories of border imaginations
• Histories of media technology/ infrastructure in migration con-
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texts
• Programming for diasporic communities
• Media ethics of migration

Submission guidelines
Contributions should be in English. Abstracts should present the

main research question(s), scientific literature, method, and case study
the authors plan to use. ey should not exceed 500 words. Please sub-
mit your abstract and a short bio to: Dr. Andrea Meuzelaar at the Uni -
versity of Amsterdam: (a.meuzelaar@uva.nl). Abstract submissions are
due on 1 November 2024.

Selected authors shall be invited to submit an article of 6000-8000
words (including notes). Final acceptance depends on a double-blind
peer review process of the manuscripts. Deadline for the manuscript is
on 1 April 2025. Revised drafts are expected by 1 September 2025. e
issue will be published Fall 2025. If you have questions, please contact
the editors of the special issue, Dr. Gert Jan Harkema
(g.j.harkema@uva.nl) and Dr. Andrea Meuzelaar (a.meuzelaar@uva.nl)

TMG­Journal­for­Media­History is an open access journal. e pub-
lication requires no payment by the authors.

Call for Proposals / ICA 2025 Preconference:“Non-Aligned
Disruptions: Global Media Histories in the Wake of Decolonization”

Denver, Colorado
ursday June 12, 2025, from 8:30 a.m. - 5:30 p.m.
Co-sponsored by: Center for Advanced Research in Global
Communication; ICA Global Communication and Social Change
Division; Communication History Division
Deadline for submissions: December 15, 2024
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about the Preconference
With the emergence of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in the

1960s, newly independent nations from across the Global South sought
to generate channels and protocols for international collaboration that
would bypass centuries-old colonial extractive dynamics. What began as
a political project of high level diplomacy soon expanded into an ethos
that inspired and guided numerous initiatives in the fields of scientific
research, cultural production, architecture, and so on. In short, the
Non-Aligned Movement was a major disruptor of the political, eco-
nomic, and cultural status quo of the mid-20th century, and media and
communication practices were key to this disruption. Projects like New
World Information and Communication Order (NWICO), Broad -
casting Organization on Non-Aligned Countries (BONAC), and Non-
Aligned News Agency Pool (NANAP) aimed to reconfigure the inter-
national arena of communication, from reimagining networks and tech-
nology exchange to forging new collaborative practices to respond to
unique and shifting on-the-ground situations of decolonizing countries
in the Global South. ese projects troubled and challenged established
logics of the existing institutional apparatuses and research paradigms
they relied on. However, the histories of these disruptions have mostly
remained unwritten or been forgotten by contemporary scholarship.

is preconference aims to examine the conceptual implications
and epistemic challenges that NAM disruptions (as well as other forms
of disruptions that emerged in media and communication systems of
the Global South and are aligned to the spirit and objectives of NAM)
continue to pose for media and communication research. How do we
account for the varied projects that were simultaneously initiated in and
carried out from locations such as India, Iraq, Algiers and Cuba? How
does such a fundamentally transnational character of collaborative ini-
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tiatives expand our grasp of global media histories? What do we make
of institutional collaborations that unsettle our understandings of top-
down and bottom-up activities? How should we frame the persistence
of racial logics that NAM actors faced in the realm of international
media governance? And how do NAM’s failures, alongside the simulta-
neous persistence of its legacies, trouble existing conceptions of media
temporalities? We will bring together scholars who are tackling these
and other questions to provide a greater depth and geographical scope
to media and communication studies’ understanding of the long history
of global connectivity. By centering historical projects of media decolo-
nization, we also aim to advance the field’s contemporary efforts to de -
colonize and de-canonize knowledge production.

is ICA preconference continues from two previous preconfer-
ences held in Canada and Australia respectively: “Media and Com -
munication Studies in Global Contexts: A Critical History” and “R e -
pressed Histories of Communication and Media Studies.”

e preconference will be organized as four roundtables. We invite
submissions that address one of the following roundtable topics:

• Develop critical histories of the disruptions and consolidations of
media industries in postcolonial and non-aligned contexts, with a
particular emphasis on institutional and political economic analy-
sis. 
• (Re)Assess the role of popular icons in the Non-Aligned Move -
ment (e.g. from Nasser and Nehru to Mariam Makeba and Bruce
Lee) across various media forms including but not limited to films
and newsreels, radio, television, posters and pamphlets, music.
• Consider Non-Aligned media practices as forms of anti-colonial
worldmaking and knowledge production, especially in their rela-
tion to transnational feminist, queer, disability, and other justice
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movements. 
• Explore contemporary re-activations of nonaligned visions in re -
sponse to renewed pressures to align with or against regimes of
power in the context of contemporary geopolitics.

Submission Guidelines
Authors should submit an extended abstract of 350-400 words

(excluding references) to cargc@asc.upenn.edu. In a single PDF, please
include: your name, institutional affiliation, email address, title of your
proposed presentation, and abstract.

e deadline for submissions is December 15, 2024, 23:59
GMT.

Authors will be notified by January 30, 2025 if their abstract has
been accepted.

Attendance to the preconference has a general USD 50.00 fee.
Please note that we will be able to defray registration costs and provide
some travel funding for panelists.

Organizers:
Eszter Zimanyi, University of Pennsylvania
Sima Kokotovic, University of Pennsylvania
Aswin Punathambekar, University of Pennsylvania
Simone Natale, University of Turin
Usha Raman, University of Hyderabad
Emily Keightley, Loughborough University
Jing Wang, University of Wisconsin-Madison
Ignatius Suglo, University of Richmond

Call for Proposals: American Journalism Special Issues

e AJHA’s academic journal  American­ Journalism, open to global
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media scholarship in journalism and media history, has calls open now
for two special issues.

Consider submitting to American Journalism’s special issue
on Developments in Media Over Time.  Deadline for proposals is
December20.

Consider submitting to American Journalism’s special issue on
the 200th anniversary of the Black Press. Deadline for proposals is May
15.

See below for details.

Call for Proposals: Developments in Media Over Time

American­ Journalism:­A­ Journal­ of­Media­History announces a call for
proposals for papers for a special issue to be published in Fall 2026 that
will examine institutional developments in media that happen over long
time periods. While it is common (and valuable) to explore historical
developments over one or a few years and to examine the role of key
individuals or media organizations, this issue will focus instead on the
development of key features of media over long time-horizons.

e journal is particularly interested in long histories that provide
perspectives on contemporary issues in journalism, public relations,
advertising, broadcasting, and other forms of mediated communication.
For example, recent research explored the violent deaths of U.S. jour-
nalists over a century or more, therein contextualizing contemporary
threats to journalists. Likewise, a multi-decade study of press standards
on publishing profanity provided a backdrop to approaches during the
Trump campaigns and presidency. e issue also welcomes examina-
tion of historical currents in media that fell outside predominant forms
or practices, such as in recent articles in this journal on the long devel-
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opment of outdoor writing and history of libel by racial misidentifica-
tion.

No historical media-related topics are off limits. Examples of possi-
ble areas of research include:

• Media-related jobs,
• Media genres,
• Technological developments,
• Media norms or ethics,
• Media law or policy debates,
• Media practices,
• Conceptions of, or relationships with, media audiences.
e special issue editors expect studies to place media developments

in broader socio-cultural, institutional, technological, and historical
contexts. e journal also values studies that address historical process-
es, thus helping to account for how media change happens over time.
Generally speaking, this special issue will prioritize studies that ‘theo-
rize’ their object of study – that is, that seek to explain change and help
readers understand why media have turned out the way they have or
why other forms have not received broad institutional purchase. For ex -
ample, submissions could engage with alternative versions of histories
al ready told and/or apply a feminist or critical race theory lens toward
their subject.

Proposals should be five to ten pages, including a title or a two-sen-
tence summary, a 250-word abstract, and a narrative that explains the
scope of the project, its theme or argument, and its significance. Pro -
posals should demonstrate familiarity with the relevant literature and
historical context, as well as historiography, provide examples of pri-
mary sources, and address how the author plans to develop and struc-
ture the work.
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Submission instructions
e special issue is being edited by Tim P. Vos (Michigan State

Uni versity) and Suzannah Evans Comfort (Indiana University). Pro -
posals should be sent to Lori Amber Roessner at aroessne@utk.edu

Proposals­are­due December 20, 2024. Notice of accepted proposals
will be communicated within a month. For accepted proposals, full
papers will be due by December 1, 2025.

The 200th Anniversary of the Founding of Freedom’s Journal
and the Beginnings of the Black Press

Acknowledging that the story of the Black Press remains under-told,
American­ Journalism:­A­ Journal­ of­Media­History announces a call for
proposals for a special issue to be published in April 2027 to commem-
orate the 200th anniversary of the founding of Freedom’s­ Journal­and
the beginnings of the Black Press. We seek original historical research
on the transformational role of the Black Press in the United States and
across the globe that builds upon the groundbreaking scholarship pro-
duced since the 1970s.

On the occasion of this bicentennial anniversary, our goal is to
build on foundational scholarship that has documented the power of
the Black Press with work that asks new questions and presents new the-
oretical and methodological approaches, insights, and arguments.

Proposals should be two to five pages, including a title or a two-sen-
tence summary, a 250-word abstract, and a narrative that explains the
scope of the project, its theme or argument, and its significance. Pro -
posals should demonstrate familiarity with the relevant literature and
historical context, as well as historiography, provide examples of pri-
mary sources, and address how the author plans to develop and struc-
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ture the work.
Topics may include, but are not limited to, studies of:
• Voice, agency, and identity within the Black Press;
• e politics of race and constructions of race, gender, class, and
sexuality;
• e advocacy press and the struggle for racial justice and a New
America;
• e global influence of the Black Press;
• e business and economics, including advertising and public
relations, of the Black Press;
• e Black Press before and after the Kerner Commission report;
• Moments when the Black Press clashes with — or collaborates
alongside — the mainstream, “white” Press in the United States
and elsewhere;
• e Black Press and New Media — Black Owned and Operated
Radio and Television Stations
• e status of the Black Press — Iterations of the Black Press in
the age of digital/social media;
• the Black Press as a tool for researching family history
• New directions in the study of the Black Press, including discus-
sions of theory, methodology and pedagogy

Submission instructions
Authors should send proposals to Lori Amber Roessner at

aroessne@utk.edu
Proposals­are­due­May 15, 2025. Notice of accepted proposals will

be communicated within a month. For accepted proposals, full papers
will be due no later than December 31, 2025.
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Award Call: Best JMC History Book

e Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communica -
tion’s History Division is soliciting entries for its annual award for the
best JMC history book. e winning author will receive a plaque and a
$500 prize at the August 2025 AEJMC conference in San Francisco.
Attendance at the conference is encouraged as the winner will be hon-
ored at a History Division awards event. e author also will be invited
to discuss the winning book during a live taping of the Journalism
History podcast, which traditionally takes place during the reception.

Further details about the competition can be found here:
https://mediahistorydivision.com/awards/history-book-award/

e competition is open to any author of a media history book
regardless of whether they belong to AEJMC or the History Division.
Only first editions with a 2024 copyright date will be accepted. Entries
must be received by February 1, 2025. Submit four hard copies of each
book or an electronic copy (must be an e-Book or a pdf manuscript in
publisher’s page-proof format) along with the author’s mailing address,
telephone number, and email address to:

David T. Z. Mindich, AEJMC History Book Award Chair
Temple University Journalism Department
2020 North 13th Street
Philadelphia, PA 19122

If you have any questions, or to submit electronic copies, please email
Book Award Chair David T. Z. Mindich at mindich@temple.edu
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