
History of American 
Print Journalism





America’s community 
newspapers began in 
Boston on Sept. 25, 1690 
with the publication of
Publick Occurrences: 
Both Forreign and 
Dometik by Benjamin 
Harris.



•Ancient times – tablets

•Caesar – handwritten

•Johann Gutenberg (1440)



Intended for monthly publication, the first 
newspaper was three 6 by 9 1/2 inch printed pages 
with one blank page for private correspondence.



The British Colonials suppressed the paper after 
just one issue on a technicality because they 
didn’t like what it printed. (Reported on sex 
scandal involving King of France).

It remained forgotten until 1845 when the only 
known surviving example was discovered in the 
British Library.



1704
The Boston News-Letter started 

by John Campbell became the 
first continuously published 
newspaper.

The paper originally appeared on a 
single page, printed on both sides 
and issued weekly.



Although it was heavily 
subsidized by the 
colonial government the 
experiment was a near-
failure, with very limited 
circulation.



Boston News-Letter
- Mostly with news from London journals detailing the 
intrigues of English politics

- A variety of events concerning the European wars. 

- Additional items listing:
• ship arrivals
• deaths
• sermons
• political appointments
• fires
• accidents



Government Criticism

• Early newspapers had to step carefully. 

• Any government criticism was considered “sedition” 
which means the stirring of rebellion and could result 
in jail time.

• The press operated under the idea that “the greater 
the truth, the greater the libel.”



1735 
New York Weekly Journal 
publisher John Peter Zenger 
was charged with “seditious 
libel” and thrown in jail after 
criticizing the governor of 
New York.



Zenger was found innocent and it was that one 
verdict that paved the way for a free and 
independent press in America. 

For the first time it was considered proper for 
the press to question and criticize the 
government. 

Journalists have to be able to question the 
actions of the government in order to make 
them accountable.



Early Newspapers Helped Promote the 
Revolutionary War

• The leaders of the revolt used the press to incite the public to join 
their cause.

• Almost all newspapers favored the Revolution because they felt 
the Colonials suppressed the rights and freedoms of the press.



Partisan Press
•The period following the Revolutionary War - early 
U.S. leaders fought bitterly over how the new 
government should be run.

•Partisan newspapers backed opposing views and 
attacked their opponents fiercely.

•They mixed news and opinion indiscriminately.

•This period was known as the Partisan Press



1791- The Bill of Rights
•After the Revolutionary War was won, the leaders of the 

new country put into place the Bill of Rights, granting 
the press more freedoms than ever before.

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the 
right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition 
to the Government for a redress of grievances.”

-First Amendment to the United States Constitution



1833

All that is needed for newspapers to become a 
mass medium is a good idea. 

Benjamin Day opened The New York Sun and 
created the Penny Press.



Newspapers cost about 10 cents each . . . too expensive for the masses.

Day took advantage of the fact that he could print thousands of papers 
inexpensively and sold the papers for a penny each. 

This sudden availability of cheap, 

interesting reading material was a 

significant stimulus to the 

achievement of the nearly 

universal literacy now taken 

for granted in America.



Birth of Modern Newspaper 
The New York Herald (1835)

It was:

• Free of government/ party control

• Had simple wording, making it easy to 
read for the public

• Organized in a modern pattern covering 
regular beats (or topics) and news

• It was like the penny papers but more 
profitable



Civil War
The Civil War era brought some 
“new” technology to the publishing 
industry. 

Photography became a popular 
addition to newspapers. Matthew 
Brady set up a camera on the 
battlefields and photographed the 
soldiers at war. 



An invention that helped 
speed news along was the 
telegraph. Reporters were 
able to send encoded news 
back to their papers as it was 
happening.



•Because the telegraph wires kept going down on a 
regular basis, sometimes the story that a reporter 
was trying to send got cut off before it was 
finished.

•To alleviate this situation, reporters developed the 
“inverted pyramid” form of writing, putting the 
most important facts at the beginning of the story.



Civil War Brings Many First 

• Inverted pyramid 
style

•Objectivity

•Photojournalism

•Press credentials

•War correspondents



Growth of Newspaper Industry

Newspaper growth continued unabated in the postwar 
years. An astounding 11,314 different papers were 
recorded in the 1880 census. 

By the 1890's the first circulation figures of a million 
copies per issue were recorded.



Modern Features

At this period appeared the features of the modern 
newspaper. . . 

• bold "banner" headlines

• extensive use of illustrations

• "funny pages" 

• expanded coverage of organized sporting events



Yellow Journalism

•By the end of the 19th century, newspapers were the 
nation’s main source of information.

•As huge newspaper empires grew, so did competition 
and circulation wars.

• “Yellow journalism” used sensationalism as a 
way to increase readership: loud headlines on sin, sex, 
rumors, even fake stories (think the National Enquirer)



• Loud headlines

• Sensational stories

• Lavish pictures (often faked)

• Spanish-American War (1898)

Pulitzer Hearst



Famous Yellow Journalist
Elizabeth Cochrane who wrote under the name “Nellie 
Bly.” 

• Wrote with anger and compassion
• Wrote to expose the many wrongs that developed in 

nineteenth century cities after the industrial boom.
• Used publicity stunts to create news or expose 

injustice
• Had herself committed in order to investigate 

conditions in an insane asylum
• Pulitzer once sent her in a hot air balloon to travel 

around the world like the Jules Verne novel Around 
the World in 80 Days



Newspapers Decline
• It was hard to compete with TV’s speed 

and visual appeal

• Newspapers strike back with:

• Tighter, more concise writing

• Better formatting

• Improved design

• In-Depth reporting

• Shorter stories

• Lots of color and graphics



Investigative Journalism

•The Pentagon Papers proved 
U.S. government had lied to 
the public about Vietnam War

• 1972, Washington Post 
reporters broke the Watergate 
story that led to President 
Nixon’s resignation.



The Internet
• In 1990’s the Internet first 
made its appearance.

•Number one news source 
in the world while other 
news media continues to 
decline.

•News is now available 24/7 
in various formats.



The Good News
•The way we deliver and receive news is 
changing, but Journalism isn’t dead.
•The public will ALWAYS require news.
•Journalism is going to survive, but in different 
forms.
•Convergence is key


