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  From muck-raking to multi-tasking: a brief history of news-making




  Human beings have always been curious about the world around them. For most of humankind’s existence, people have been anxious to know about events and issues that may

  have an impact on their lives. From ballads and travellers’ tales to the Internet, the public has received its digest of the day’s news in many ways, each fuelling our curiosity, our

  fears, our joys and our hopes. Journalism, put simply, is a form of communication that tells us about events and issues of which we might not already know. The role of a journalist is similarly

  broad and covers more than just writing and reporting: the realm of journalism covers not only hard news but also documentaries, features, photojournalism, business and commerce and entertainment.

  Globally, literally hundreds of thousands of people work in the media, in a vast range of roles. Journalists may work as sub-editors, feature writers, columnists, broadcast producers and

  newsreaders, to name but a few typical occupations. The scope of topics covered by journalists is unlimited and the number of media available to convey their stories is expanding even as the media

  themselves converge. In the digital age, even the blogger sitting before their computer screen might be seen to be performing some of the functions of a journalist. But that is a

  contentious view; more on that later. An important characteristic that all good journalists share, whether they work in print, broadcasting or online, is curiosity. Journalists should be driven by

  a strong compulsion to investigate and mediate information about the world around us.




  Journalism is, and always has been, an exciting and controversial industry and one which for centuries has been subject to intense scrutiny of its purposes, practices and standards. Journalism

  serves many different, and sometimes conflicting, functions and interests. The role of news providers is to unearth facts of public interest and to mediate them for their audience in a neutral way.

  Thus, the public can make informed judgments of its actions and opinions which may in turn benefit society as a whole. Yet it must not be forgotten that the vast bulk of this diverse and dynamic

  industry relies on a strong business imperative; news is a commodity that makes profits for shareholders and delivers customers to advertisers. If journalism does not sell, there will not be enough

  money to fund the next reporting cycle. So journalism has to be attractive to its audiences, to maximise circulations and guarantee a return on its costs. Readers, listeners and viewers need to be

  engaged by the media if they are to subscribe to its products in sufficient numbers to make them profitable, which means journalism also has a remit to entertain. (By ‘entertaining’ I

  do not mean that a newspaper or website has to make its audience laugh out loud; in the context of journalism, ‘entertaining’ means that content has to be thought-provoking, dramatic,

  emotive or even provocative, to ensure consumers wish to engage with the product over and over again.)




  News today is at the nexus of a range of shifting and sometimes conflicting factors, such as new technology, fierce competition, big-business interests and tightening legal and regulatory

  frameworks. But none of this is new. The history of journalism reveals a great deal about why the media operate the way they do today. It is possible to trace how gradual

  developments in mass communications technology, alongside the rise of news-as-business, have formalised the oral transmission of news from community to community into today’s

  carefully-crafted, synchronised, mass media. It also shows that contemporary concerns about sleaze, scandal and scaremongering were as commonplace during journalism’s development as they are

  today.




  For example, ‘citizen journalism’, in which members of the public contribute to the gathering and dissemination of news has been described as a new phenomenon spurred by the easy

  mass availability of Internet technology. Yet the earliest form of transmitting news was by word-of-mouth. In the prehistory of journalism, news was limited to what people saw and re-told, and its

  accuracy depended on how close the narrator had been to the scene of the action. Other forms of relaying news included ballads, which often re-told stories of events of the day and – for the

  literate – letters. The selection of which stories to impart greatly depended then, as now, on the impact the oral report might have on its listener. Gradually, monarchies and governments

  (such as the Roman Empire under Julius Caesar) developed methods for distributing written daily records of political developments to their colonies. When the Roman Empire collapsed, once again news

  was relayed informally from person to person and group to group in written and verbal forms, in a similar way to today’s blogs and websites.




  Eventually, accounts from different sources were written down and distributed in the very earliest forms of news media. One of the earliest newsletters was a handwritten sheet circulated in

  Beijing, in China. In Renaissance Europe, hand-written newsletters circulated privately among merchants, passing information about everything from wars and economic conditions to social customs and

  ‘human interest’ features. Business journalism, fundamental to contemporary practice, originated in these newsletters, the antecedents of that currently burgeoning

  sector of journalism, the ‘trade’ or ‘business-to-business’ press. Among the most popular were the Fugger newsletters, launched by the wealthy Renaissance businessman Jakob

  Fugger, which were compiled by journalists known as menanti. Written in Italian, then the language of commerce, they contained news and information specific to business, such as the decline

  of the Hapsburg’s fortunes. The intention of these newsletters was to promote commercial interests. They are not considered to be ‘proper’ newspapers as, reliant on primitive

  reproduction techniques, they were published only infrequently.




  The opportunity for wider formal dissemination of news came in 1456, when the German, Johannes Gutenberg, invented the movable type printing press, which allowed printers to set type by hand,

  one letter at a time. Soon after this development in printing, sheets carrying news made their appearance, as did books, in particular the Bible. The forerunners of the modern newspaper appeared in

  Germany in the late 1400s, in the form of news pamphlets or broadsides. Pamphlets were cheap one-page opinion papers, often with highly sensational content, which were used to criticise politics

  and religion. Some of the most famous report atrocities against Germans in Transylvania, perpetrated by the sadistic warlord, Vlad Tsepes Drakul, who became the Count Dracula of Bram

  Stoker’s novel.




  The first newspapers (in the sense of a recurring publication) did not appear in Europe until the late sixteenth century. The Mercurius Gallobelgicus (Cologne, 1592) was the world’s

  first periodical, written in Latin and distributed semi-annually at book fairs. The Oxford Gazette (1665) was the first regularly-published newspaper. It began publication at a time when the

  English court was in Oxford, to avoid the Plague then raging in London. When the court returned to London, the Gazette went with it. In America, the first newspaper, entitled Publick

  Occurrences, was published in Boston in 1690. The world’s oldest surviving newspaper (first published in 1645), a little-known Swedish title, Post-och Inrikes

  Tidningar, is still in circulation at the time of writing, albeit having just moved to online-only publication.




  Even as technical advances enabled the wider dissemination of news and information, they were accompanied by states’ attempts to limit freedom of expression. The concept of ‘freedom

  of the press’, whereby journalists’ reporting of matters of public interest should be unfettered either by governmental or any other outside interference, has become paradigmatic in

  developed countries, particularly those of the West. However, press censorship was intense on both sides of the Atlantic until at least the late eighteenth century. Typically of many papers in

  North America, Publick Occurrences was immediately suppressed by the government and its publisher arrested for not having a licence. (Licences were only issued to printers if they agreed

  that their publication would not criticise the authorities – in effect imposing one of the earliest forms of state control of journalism.) A further limit on the power of the press in America

  came with the 1765 Stamp Act, in which the British colonial government legislated to limit the transfer of documents, such as pamphlets and legal papers, in the colonies of British America.

  Although technically the legislation only taxed a commodity – paper – the Act was widely viewed as a form of press regulation; newspapers were required to use only newsprint that had

  been stamped to indicate the tax had been paid. Any newspaper without that stamp could be suppressed. The British government was unprepared for the strength of bitter opposition to this law and the

  Act was repealed in 1766. This, followed by the ratification of the US Bill of Rights in 1791, at last guaranteed freedom of the press and allowed America’s newspapers to take on a central

  role in national affairs.




  Until the nineteenth century, similar – fervently opposed – constraints were imposed throughout Europe, Russia and Asia. This was also an age of strict press

  censorship in Japan; its first daily newspaper (1870), the Yokohama Mainichi, was born at a time when arrests of journalists and suppression of newspapers were all too common. Colonial

  governments, such as those of Russia and Britain, exercised a tight control over political publications; the Russians in the Baltic states, the British in Australia, Canada, India and colonial

  Africa. In Australia, full censorship lasted until 1823, while in South Africa a press law passed in 1828 secured a modicum of publishing freedom. In Britain, the case for freedom of expression was

  fought philosophically as well as politically through the work of writers such as John Locke, John Milton and, later, John Stuart Mill.




   




  JOHN STUART MILL




  

    The British philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) played an influential role in defining the balance of power between the state and the people. He

    produced a significant body of work that straddled a number of disciplines including economics, ethics, politics and religion. Influenced in part by the social reformer Jeremy Bentham

    (1748–1832), who campaigned for greater equality under the law, Mill was committed to the idea that there should be limits on the power that society can have over the individual. This

    extended into a major treatise on the notion of freedom from oppression. His 1859 work, On Liberty, served as the bedrock for the defence of freedom of the press. In this work, Mill stated

    that power should be exercised strictly in adherence to the ‘harm principle’ only. This principle entails that:




    

      

        … the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number,

        is self-protection. That the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to

        others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for him to do so, because it will

        make him happier, because, in the opinion of others, to do so would be wise, or even right. These are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him, or

        entreating him, but not for compelling him, or visiting him with any evil in case he do otherwise.




        (Mill, J.S. On Liberty)


      


    




    Mill argued passionately for free speech as a necessary condition for political and social progress. Without individual liberty, he argued, we become

    subject to the tyranny of government, which needs to be controlled by citizens. Governing people by censoring knowledge is ineffective and leads to a general degradation of any society, he

    argued. By allowing liberty and by extension freedom of speech, Mill asserted that human civilisation would develop and progress.


  




  Whilst overt state control had subsided in some parts of the world by the middle of the nineteenth century, in other places, such as parts of Africa, Russia and Asia, strong

  curbs persisted and are still present today. However, state oppression encouraged disempowered groups to harness the power of the press to highlight their situation. For example, rampant and

  flagrant discrimination against African-Americans in the US encouraged black journalists to find a voice in the founding of their own daily and weekly newspapers, particularly in the cities. These

  newspapers, and other publications, flourished because of the loyalty of their readers at a time of great oppression. The first black newspaper was Freedom’s Journal, first published

  on March 16th, 1827 by John B. Russworn and Samuel Cornish.




  The power struggle between state and press often became acute during significant technological advances that enabled news to be more freely and speedily circulated. The

  nineteenth century saw dramatic developments in journalism, which had far-reaching effects as resonant as any of the recent changes wrought by the Internet; major advances in printing and in

  paper-making technology that led to rapid growth in the newspaper industry and the emergence of mass-circulation newspapers that an ordinary member of the public could afford to buy. Until this

  time, newspapers were funded by yearly subscription, paid in full and in advance – something only the wealthy élite could afford. However, increasing industrialisation drew people from

  the country into employment in cities. Thanks to these dramatic political and demographic shifts, and rising literacy levels, newspaper owners found a new market for their products, offering the

  public an ever-present supply of cheap and interesting reading matter, sold on street corners by newspaper boys.




  The emerging economics of mass production and distribution offered news media owners both the beginnings of the profit incentive dominant today and the possibility of breaking free of political

  control and asserting their independence. (Until this time, most newspapers had been politically partisan, dependent to varying extents on party patronage.) Massive new presses could print

  thousands of copies of a newspaper every hour to feed these increased circulations, while the emergence of illustrated newspapers offered proprietors the ability to heighten the appeal of their

  product. The growing public demand for a steady stream of news forced proprietors to develop the first ‘professional’ and ostensibly objective newsrooms.




  Despite the growing interest in international affairs, newspapers were still regional and local until the mid-nineteenth century, largely due to the logistics of production and distribution.

  Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune, launched in 1841, changed this. The appeal of his title beyond New York was secured by his illustrious staff (which for a short time included the

  revolutionary socialist thinker Karl Marx) and his campaigning liberalism, which spurred the identification of the journalist as a crusader. Under Greeley’s leadership, the Tribune,

  circulated by rail and steamboat lines, became the first newspaper to unite the country, in the mission to abolish slavery. Later, during the American Civil War, Greeley transported thousands of

  copies of the Tribune to other cities. And in 1886, the Tribune took a further technological leap by becoming the first newspaper to adopt Ottmar Mergenthaler’s linotype

  machine, rapidly increasing the speed and accuracy with which type could be set. (The linotype machine allowed printers to set a line of type at once, using the machine’s 90-character

  keyboard. Because the one-character-at-a-time Gutenberg process was so slow, for more than 400 years after the press’s invention, most newspapers consisted of eight pages

  or fewer. With the advent of the linotype, that quickly changed.)




   




  JAMES GORDON BENNETT




  

    The Scottish-born James Gordon Bennett (1795–1872), who launched the New York Herald in 1835, took this title from the ranks of the Penny Press

    to a significant circulation (40,000) in fifteen months. He was among the first proprietors to establish a formal newsroom structure and editorial practices similar to those that operate today.

    Bennett is associated with the first journalistic interview – the present-day bedrock of news protocols – when the Herald led on the shocking and sensational story of the

    murder of a prostitute, Helen Jewett. He went on to create one of the first foreign desks, featured political interviews and (albeit using woodcuts) ensured that the Herald had visual

    appeal. The modern concept of news as ‘immediate’ and ‘fresh’ was important to Bennett: he put journalists on boats to meet foreign ships bringing news from overseas to

    speed up the time it took to get the information into print.


  


   


  As editors overcame logistical problems, they became keen to expand their news coverage. The invention of the telegraph (by Samuel Morse in 1837) boosted the speed and

  reliability of reporting by enabling the swift transfer of information from one source to another; even from one country to another. A new type of news provider emerged to supply the demand for

  coverage of international affairs. Major news agencies, known commonly as ‘wire’ services, originated in France in 1835 with the founding of Agence Havas, which later became

  Agence France Presse (AFP). Its founder, Charles-Louis Havas, is described on AFP’s website as ‘the father of global journalism’. In 1848, six large New York papers set up

  a co-operative, or pool system, to provide stakeholders with coverage of events in Europe, rather than each newspaper suffering the expense of placing dedicated staff overseas. This arrangement was

  later formalised into the Associated Press, which received the first-ever transmission of European news through the transatlantic cable. Information that had previously taken ten days to be

  transported by ship between America and Europe could now be transferred in a few minutes.




  As technology transformed the speed of newspaper production and lowered its costs, it also permeated the styles of writing and to some extent served to professionalise and formalise the nature

  of journalism. Because telegraphs often broke down, sometimes a reporter was cut off before they had finished sending their story. To alleviate this, reporters developed the ‘inverted

  pyramid’ form, putting the most important facts at the beginning of the story. Thus, the most important part of the story would probably reach the newspaper and if anything did get cut off,

  it would be the story’s least important aspects. Telegraph and cable transmission also required much tighter, more concise sentences and paragraphs, in contrast to the more literary style of earlier newspapers. Journalists had to recount their story in as few words as possible, to pack in the maximum facts. This approach persists in news reporting,

  not only in newspapers but also in broadcast and online journalism. The reporter gets straight to the crux of the story, spelled out in the first short, attention-grabbing, concise paragraph.

  Although journalism is a form of storytelling and can employ similar dramatic devices, journalists must not wait to deliver a dénouement: the reader has to be told the essential facts

  at the outset.




  Better printing technology and increased transmission speed also enabled newspapers to compete more and more to increase their circulation and obtain more advertising revenue. Charles Anderson

  Dana of the New York Sun (1861), a former editor for Horace Greeley, articulated for the growing industry the now universal description of what makes news: ‘man bites dog’ not

  ‘dog bites man’. That is, if it is to attract and interest large audiences, news should convey out-of-the-ordinary events rather than the predictable and everyday. An increasingly

  sensationalist journalism began to emerge, spurred by proprietors’ competition for readership. In the mid-1890s, Joseph Pulitzer (in the New York World) and William Randolph Hearst (in

  the San Francisco Examiner and later the New York Morning Journal) transformed newspapers, with sensational and scandalous news coverage, drawings and features such as comic strips.

  This type of journalism was labelled ‘yellow journalism’ after Pulitzer, in early 1896, began publishing colour comic sections that included a strip entitled The Yellow Kid.

  Drawn by R.F. Outcault, the popular strip became a prize in the struggle between Pulitzer and Hearst in the New York newspaper wars. Outcault moved the strip to Hearst’s papers after nine

  months, where it competed with a Pulitzer-sponsored version of itself.




  The proliferation of cheap newspapers in the ‘yellow journalism’ era encouraged the development of a new category of journalists: the ‘muck-rakers’,

  who sought to expose corruption in business and government and reveal the wretchedness of life for the new urban poor. One of the most popular muckrakers was Elizabeth Cochrane, who wrote under the

  name Nellie Bly. Cochrane felt very strongly that women and their issues were neither represented in newspapers nor anywhere else. She wanted people to recognise women’s plights and

  understand why some became ‘fallen women’ and hoped that through reading her articles, people would realise the unfairness that women suffered. She wrote with anger and compassion,

  exposing the many wrongs that existed in the industrial boom cities of the nineteenth century. Most of Cochrane’s reporting was on women’s issues, and directed towards upper-class

  women, to open their eyes and hearts to their impoverished sisters. Other muck-rakers included Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell and Upton Sinclair, who shared a strong social conscience and a

  dedication to uprooting corruption, especially in the practices of big businesses




  In 1895, Hearst purchased the New York Morning Journal and entered into a head-to-head circulation war with his former mentor, Joseph Pulitzer, owner of the New York World. To

  increase circulation, both started to include articles about the Cuban Insurrection but many stories, in both newspapers, were greatly exaggerated to make the stories more sensational. A major

  story – that of Señorita Clemencia Arango – which enraged the American public was written by one of Hearst’s reporters, Richard Harding Davis, as he returned from Cuba.

  Arango had been forced out of Cuba for helping the rebels and allegedly, during her deportation, was strip-searched by male Spanish detectives, which angered the sensibilities of the American

  public. Eventually the story was found to be wrong: women had searched Arango, not men.




  The challenge of broadcast journalism to the print industry




  The technology that enabled the mass circulation of popular newspapers enabled a further major transformation of the media industry in the early part of the twentieth century.

  The development of wireless radiotelegraphy by Gugliemo Marconi spearheaded the growth of a new medium – radio – that would close the gap between the listener and real-world events.

  Journalism’s status and penetration was enhanced as radio, and later television, metaphorically transported the listener to the scene and allowed them to hear events and speakers at first

  hand. In the USA, the first actual radio broadcast took place in 1912 in Los Angeles, but regular broadcasts did not happen until the emergence of the first US radio station, KDKA in Pittsburgh, in

  1920. NBC began operations in 1926, followed by CBS the next year. Early broadcasts included election and sports results; in the 1930s, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt demonstrated the ability

  of the new medium to allow direct communication with the public through his ‘fireside chats’, broadcast nationally on the developing radio networks.




  In Britain, the public service broadcaster, the British Broadcasting Company (later Corporation), began daily radio broadcasts in 1922. According to its first Director-General, John Reith, the

  BBC was a public service, whose mission was to inform and educate on all that is best in human endeavour, knowledge and achievement. This public service status was in direct contrast to the

  business model that funded print journalism, and safeguarded journalistic independence from external or commercial influence. Funded through licence fees (under which arrangement each

  television-owning household must pay a set annual amount to receive terrestrial broadcasts), the BBC’s independence is guaranteed by its status as neither government department nor commercial

  company.




  Unlike newspapers, radio (and later television) was subject to government regulation of content. In the US, the Federal Radio Commission, which in 1934 became the Federal

  Communication Commission, required broadcast outlets to obtain a licence, the retention of which was dependent on demonstrating that the stations provided for the public good. In the UK, the BBC

  must adhere to the provisions of its Royal Charter, under which it is required to be free from both political and commercial influences and to answer only to its viewers and listeners.




  Just as the American Civil War inaugurated the high-speed transmission of news from remote areas through the telegraph system, World War II established the power of radio as a news medium. The

  Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, in Britain and President Roosevelt in the USA used radio broadcasts to rally their citizens, while intrepid radio reporters, such as Edward Murrow of CBS, brought

  the actuality of the war directly into people’s homes. By 1929, pictures had joined sound, as the first experimental television broadcasts were made. The full development of television was

  delayed by the Second World War, and powerful news and entertainment networks only began to emerge in the 1950s. The BBC had a monopoly on British television news until 1954, when commercial

  services were launched, including news and current affairs bulletins provided by Independent Television News (ITN). ITN was owned collectively by the regional ITV companies and run on a

  non-profit-making basis. So successful was its output that ITN won the contract to supply the fourth UK terrestrial service, Channel 4, launched in 1981. As well as ITN’s London-based

  services, the commercial providers were committed to broadcasting regional news and current affairs programming. But the shift from local to global broadcast news, which transformed the

  journalistic landscape for UK and US audiences, was rapid from the 1980s onwards.
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