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' cation then thnre must be an ongoing reexamination of the field of

- o i . \'.
. N
N\
\\

Critical reflection on the dimenSions and directions of Journalism

historiography is not prevalent among practiCLng Journalism hijtérians.

The pervaslve influence of the ProgreSSive tradition has endouraged few ‘

journalism historians to reeXamine the philosophicel and methodological

-

g

underpinnings of their work,:l There has been only a handful of convention

papers and, published essdys whieH7have_eddressed these issues, though

N i . .
the number has increased in the last few years.2 Yet, on the whole,

o

practicing journalism historians have not been a very self-reflective

lot.

‘Thie,paper will ‘review what little critical reflection has been

'done‘by journalism historians and point out some prerequisites for a

reformation of journalism historiography The thrust of the argument:
developed here is that the plight of Journalism historiography is due

in part to the absence of a critical self-consciousness and that'if the

field'ie.to gain any degree of philosophical or methodological-sophisti—

investigation, a review of the problem of hietorical judgment, and a

striving for historical revision.

{

The failure of journalism historians to address important philoso-
phical and methodological issues permitted the entrenchment of a single

perspective which consequently stifled the field. As far bac@ as the
early fifties, this loss of vitality in historical research and teaching;
V]v . . M f

*attracted considerable concern. Theodore Petersonisuggested that if the

journalism history course, that, "shabby little orphan" in the.curriculum,

was to remein nothing more than a dull chronological\story of the press

as seen in a vacuum, then "perhaps it had best be put to death, quietly\
. p q y

3

mercifully."” Even Allan Nevins, himself rooted in the Progressive

‘./ T :; e -.H“.,.A el
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-find any eVidence that-Journalism historians have evaluateo or ‘used any

tradition, wondered, "Why . . . do we have so little good history. that

the number of volumes Whlch can be termed excellent can be counted on -
the fingers of two hands?"4 "In an effort to provide a*forum for’philof

sophical and me thodological discussion and "to»stimuiate teaching and

research in the history of journalism," the small newsletter Coranto

was initiated by Fred S}'Siebert and Theodore Peterson'at Illinois. - -
‘However, this early.attempt to'confront"historiographical problens fell

»vxctim to its'own editor's suggestion for the history course and died

qu1et1y after a few issues.5
s Though conplaints about the quality of historical research in
journalism continued_throughout the,sixties,.there was still yeryflittie
attention given to the philosophical and me tho dological problems involved
in that research. It was not until the late sixties that complalnts

were transformed into critical historiographical reflection. John D.

Stevens and Donald L. Shaw surveyed Journalism history teachers and

concluded that they were "beginning to see the history of Journalism as

a piece of a very much broader story-—the history of communicatlon. ub.

Stevens and Shaw also sought! to discover hlstorical research Driorities

. among teachers, but they did so‘only within the narrow 1imits‘of the

traditioqgi.histOriCal periods andrtopics. At the June 1969 meeting of
the AEJ Convention, Donald E. Oehlerts presented a paper entitled "The

Influence of Interpretations of American History on the History of the.

.

Press." This was’ the first 1mportant attempt to - analyae the maJor works

of Mott, Emery and others and to delineate their basic assumptions and
N . ,

' N . : L -
underlying presuppositions. To his«amazement, Oehlerts ”was unable to

!

\

of the significant books in American history that have been published in
. Y . L - . . .

Lib



missed it completely.

;"-.\

—

b

the past fifteen-to twenty years."7 He was able to find references to

the works of the Beards, the Schlesingers, Fredrick Jackson Turner,

. ) P . -]
Vernon Parrington and other Frogressive historians,.but in the end he

"had to admit, "If historians of the press have been reading the current

"historical literature and incotporating_it into their writing31 have

né Unfortunately, Oeklert's brief essay was never
published.
yl

Ronald T. Farrar's essay, ''Mass Commnnications History:v A Myriad

' greeted the seventles w1th -a penetrating plece of critical

of. Approaches,
historiographical reflectwon.gl ?arrar outlined“a very brief history of
journalism historiography, noted spme of its successes and failnres; and
attemptedrto offer'some new directions forffnture'researeh.. He.iamented
the fact.thatvjournalism;and massuoommunieations stndies were.divided
hetween“weak historical re§earch_and apyery strong behaviofal'contingent
”with.consuming intereste in quantification.fi10 Nevertheless, Farrar

"o

was optimistic that the field*was taking on a ''new identity, a new sense

of purpose, a new self-confidence, and a willingness to break new ground."

But hlS optimism was . short 11ved. The follow1ng year, in an article

O
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appearing in Journalism Educator, Farrar had become alarmed at the ”per¥

formance” of journaLisn historians. He located the root of. the problems

not in philosophical or methodological issues, but rather in. teachlng
\\
technique and the inner spirit. p\\
_ . o .
. Something made us journalists and historians instead of
real estate salesmen or stockbrokers or taxicab drivers. .
. Whenever we rediscover what that something was, and is,
then our problems inside and outside the classroom will
take care of themselves

And though he claimed that "our subject matter itself needs no defence,"



e

" .

“and that he was not worried about philosophy, still he clung to the
philosophical position that. ""journalism history must not be dehumaniaed.ﬂ{?-

Hanno Hardt's essay, "Communication and History: The Dimensions of .

Man's Reality;” developed the phllosophlcal and methodologlcal 1mpllca-

5

t1ons of man -as the maker of messages and h1story-—1ssues wh1ch Farrar

13

chose'not to address.-' Hardt attempted to outlJne the groundwork for

‘full blown humanlstlc theor1es of h1story and communlcatlon. In con-
. structing'hisﬂoutline, Hardt explored the interrelationships between
. C R . . i v - . .o
-communications and,history; between history and the nature of ‘man, and

discussed the processes of~historica1-selection*and the character of'

historicallassumptions. Though his concerns were dellberately broader
‘.fhan Journallsm h1story per se, Hardt nonetheless prov1ded a rare phllo-

. _sophical reflection into the nature_and characterdof the-journaliSm

(1’

-~ historian's task.

James W. Carey providedtsome'thought;provoking'and stimulating

3

Lsuggestlons w1th hlS paper entltled "What's Wrong w1th Teachlng and

‘

Research 1n Journallsm Hlstory7" ‘In this address before the’ 1973-AEJ
. ',-\ N .
'Conventlon, Qarey summarlzed the maJor complalnts against- Journallsm—
. r, . .

h1storlography, but’ hlS main purpose was to press beyond that stage and

to offer'some new perspectlves on old problems: First he 1dent1f1ed

o

the bas1c root of the problem in the fact that. the: f1e1d "has been-

a

fdominated by-One implicit paradigmhof-interpretation--an interpretation

. "I w1ll ‘call for what I hope are obv1ous reasons a wh1g 1nterpretat10n of

"14 Secondly, he argued that th1s perspectlve w1th

‘ ,2(;1 - v '
its numerous legal h1stor1es,of the press, 1nst1tut10nal hlstorles,
DS . . “ . '
i

.technological histories,'ecoﬁOWic histories and biographieS'had_reached

V»_Journallsm h1story

K

- - * .
R Hy . - . o 1

- ~ a dead-end. _ _ S
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' S..Jowett, John Erickson, Thomas Heuterman Marion Marzolf 'Richard

o

The problem w1th this interpretation, and the endless
studies and biographies executed within its frame is
.simply that it is exhausted; it has done its 1nte11ectua1
work. One more history written against the’ background
of: “the whi% interpretation would not be wrong--just
redundant. : o )

And thirdly, Carey proposed“that;journalism_historians turn their -

_energies- toward paradigmatic reformulations'wherein the-idea of the

[ . ,3,,

vl

report ﬁight find its place. The study of Journalism history, . according

T to Carey,'was prinC1pa11y the study of the way men in the past grasped

\

ea11ty, that is, the study of the history of consciousness as expressed
‘

in the Journalistic report.

But it was Carey's proposal for a cultural/history of journalism

"that generated -the most enthusiasm. . After a revised and edited version

[

of his paper appeared in the first issue of Journalism History, a number

of essays appeared which interacted with his cultural suggestions. Garth

(-3

Schwarzlose ‘Donald Shaw, and. David H. Weaver each contributed articles.

which toughed on the problems and proposals outlined by Carey116, What'

is. interesting to note, however, is that .almost all of these authors

limited their attention to what Marzolf . called, "operationalizing-Carey."

Basically, they passed by the fundameﬁtal phiiosophical criticisms which

. - & . 1 . 7 .
Carey had outlined, and they focussed their concerng on the application

of Carey's cultural approach 'to research data inStead. At least as far

- as Marzolf and Schwarzlose were concermed, Carey's.suggestions for a

_ . . |

. . . . . . - S G- . . , :
cultural history of journalism were weleomed.. The only problems which

they saw.were ones of "approach}" That-is, it was agreed that the field

-

of 1nqu1ry should be| ‘widened to 1nc1ude the cultural dimensions of

journalistic activity, but the questions of historical method and philo-

.,“&’ B SORe

-
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. sophical perspective remained relatively untouched and.unsettled.17

S Carey's. call for ‘a paradigmatic reformulation fell on-many deaf ears.

_AfteriCarej's paper and the hork'it generated, only th,mejor
esseys appeared»ih the jdhrnals which deelt with the_philosophicelh
foundatidns pfdjournalism histdry. The‘firstlwas Gerth S.fiepett’s:: .ﬁ;;;f/////
;43 "”Coﬁmunieatisns in HiStptyi. An Initral Theoretical Approach."ig ‘Bor-

rowing from the insights of Harold A. Innis and Carey, Jowett attempted

e

to outline a way of approaching the role of "communication s stems" in -
- y 'pp g . . .. y

the process of historical and'sociel change.,_The'second article wes_‘ .

“ . .‘.' T . . ~ .
' Joseph.P. McKern's '""The Limits of Progressive'Histpry.”19 Unlike previous

°'di§cu5519ns of the dominant perspectives in journalism historiographyy
z P )L Lhe ' .

McKerns‘attempted to detail the "paradigm crisis' confronting the fleld

. and to. show why the study of Journallsm hlstory had become stagnant. He

-~ trled'to argue that the deep seated problems stemmlng from the dDmlnamr

: Progre551ve 1nterpretatlon could not be.resolved V1th1n the sc0pe of that o7
}paradlgm. McKerns concluded-that a varietyiof new approaches were needed
- because'“jpurnélism history is a mosaiq;wand—itmis—imperative—thatf~¢~—~~m«ﬂ~»m—~—

'journalism.hi§tqriané begin to provide the additional piecQs.HZO.

Fromrthis brief'review of the few ertieles Which offer critical
_reflectiens.on journalism histdriographi, themselves part of a moeaic
of‘their cwn, a ndmber'pf generaL_commehts can be ﬁadeg firet;“only a
handful of jpurnaliém histpriene heve givehlserioﬁs cohsideratidn & the
fpriging'of the problems in their pwn field. And only e small percentage
of these hlstorrans have sought out the sources of the\troubros affllctlng

'\.
Journallsm hlstorlography. Secondly, most of those who h@ve pursued the
.,

origins of the problems in h15tor10graph1ca1 research have been content

T
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to. cease their investigations with the identification and isolation of
V
symptoms, and have falled to penetrate to the heart of the phllosophlcal

and methodologlcal assumptlons from whlch the difficulties have spread.

—

And thlrdly, w1th the exceptlon of Carey and perhaps Jowett and Heuterman,

Journallsm hlstorlans have not utlllzed or developed vianle alternatlve
. . ; w

perspectlves. In sum, hiStogieal ﬁeséarch in journalism has suffered

. e f:

from the absence of a vital and ong01ng reexamlnatlon of its “crucial -

. ) -

phllosophlcal and methodologlcal moorlngs. )

o
i

Yet serious hlstorxographlcalgreflection is_preciéely what is needed

i
<

if ‘our "shabby little orphan" is'ta survive and, juat maybe, grow;io;‘

- maturity. The task of diseoveringjnew directions for journalism historﬁ-

e rvenr

ograpbydis one which will involve 7orethanfa'synthesis of conflicting 7?
presuppositions'or an attempt to fiorce old data into new.theoretical ﬁolds.

The task before Journallsm hlstor ans will’ require that no theoretlcal

- N

|

stones be left unturned and that Fach assumptlon be uprooted and ecritically
scrutinized.’ Toward that end, t/ere are at least three problem areas
.whiéh should-receive Serlous ongoing refleotion: (1) the prohlem:of the
journalism historian's field of investigation; (2) the-prohéem ogihistori-l
’ ’ f
. cal judgment; and (3) the problgm of historical revision dhd paradigmatic
reformulation..f | ’
What i's the iournallsm hlstorlan.s field of 1nvestlgatlon5 Certainly,
1f the hlstorp of Journallsm hlstorlography is any ‘indicator, newspapers,ff
blographles of newsmen and pr1nt technology stand out as some of the most
4exam1ned and analyzed subject areas. But the more usual response to this
quescion is ''past journallStic activity," "past cultural developjent," or

simply "any past human.activity related to the'communicatlon dimension of -

FRIC . - . . g
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.politioal and economi¢c developments with ‘the developmentsxinfthe newspaper

reality." The tempofal orientation in these responses is a crucial one,

to be sure, but such ‘an orientation is unable to establlsh “the crlterlon”

by which certaln historical factors are ‘selected from the vast number of

-

eveits in the ''past." '”What historians_u5ua11y do in praccice," according

to C.T. McIntire, "is rely heavily on what other historians have adlready

selectéd and‘then employ highly personal intuition for ‘the resﬁ n2l
Consequently, successive generations of Journallsm hxstorlans have téen
1nher1t1ng a field whose dlmen31ons and resources have remalned 1arge1y

uncharted_and unexplored. lee the med1eva1 Scholastlcs, many journalism

historians have been content to follow the “received way'' of formu*atlng

_questlons, dlrectlng research and 1nterpret1ng the1r results. Such a-

hardening. of the catégories has-been Stifling. _ . o

.Yet the reformation of Journalism historiography caw occur only'

‘when historians have wrestled with the idea of hiso;nicai time, the

historical process and the rolé human beings as communicators have in that

process. The delineation of the bound§ of the field of investigation and.

tions, society, history, culture, and so on’, is .absolutely crucial if
. N : 3

" jourmalism hisgorians afe’going»to come -to anyunderstanding of their ~wn

place in the academ c enterprise. It may‘weil'be that the reason why. the

Prdgreésive_tfadit on has been exhausted is that its categories were too
narrowly defin and too limited in their scope. The standard journalism

hlstorles of Bleyer Lee, Payne, Jones and Mott were, by-and- large,

. chronologichl treatments of newspaper establlshments and blographles of-

the definition of categorical distinctions such as journalism, communica-

publishers jand editors. Emery and Smith at least sought.;o_compare social,

A

i~

9
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industry. But by treating journalism as an isolated phenomenon (with

. i contextual matters merélymtﬁbked on as though they were“essentially

’

_irrelevant), these histories have contributed little to hisotrfcal under- /

standinga Yet,jqurnalism histofiaqs cdﬁld begin knocking ét';he Hoog of .
therstaﬁding's house By treatiné the journaiistic‘;nte;prisé:as one aﬁpég.
. ‘ o _ ya
R mény'qf man's-diverse'éohmunidgtive activities“énd_looking at journa}fsm .
e e ' o s 4 :
history as it is intefﬁovep into the complex fabric of hrsman 1ifé,/'ln~any;f
. : : 7 '

‘case, the field of investigation must be reconsideréda : / v

e

-

- L e : -~ . ,
- A second important\p%;blem to be faced as a preféquisité/tc the

reformation of journalism historiography is  that of histgrical judgment.

“
i - e

" =

«The issue confronting'jqufnaiism historians

is ''not whéther or mot to

i -

make judgments, but what judgments' to make and what/;orms_ﬁo-use in

/ . . ': - . . -, B 5 ) .
//making t:l':etl1"."-22 In every historical work, certain historical events are

h .

' selected a#d singled out, from a vast array of past events. What journal--

// ism historians have failed to come to grips-with is the relationship -
/ - between those events, the presuppositions they bring to the study of
: - . P ) ' i ] -

; / _ v_those-ev%ntsgkénd the norms they utilize in the selective process. Pro-
/ . ' ’ . ' : G
[ gressive/ journalism historians have selected events, happenings and ideas’

from p?st'journalistic life for inclusion in their histories. on the basis -

e

of their contribution to the steady development of (or their detraction
from) democtacy, freedom and progress. Criticism especially from New

/ Left circles. has shaken the foundétions~5f this kind of historical
i ‘ . : - : A
jngme;E3and-has helped to identify more clearly some of the underlying

A L . P d . . '
presuppositions of Progressivism. ' But much more critical inguiry into

s

the napufe‘ahd'horms of historical judgment is needed if journalism’

historiography is to_aéhieﬁexany level of pgilosqphical'or méfhodological4‘

N 2

sophistication. A reexamination of the;pfoblem;bf historical ‘judgment is
RIC 11
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sweeping historical revision. The works of Progress1ve hlsﬁbrlans have

"had anfimportant placefin journalism historlography-and rightly S0 ﬁYet
. . ‘/ '

. 19

a necessary prerequisite therefore 'to the discovery of new paths .toward' . . . /
: : - v . - - Ly

an historical understanding of journaiism. _ : ' b ‘-‘-/1

4 : . L R R 4
N o 1 . . o N

And flnally, Journallsm hlstorlans need to take on the task of a

a ©

.

as w1th any hlsborlcal perspectlve, thelr view of Amerlcan and world/
/ o

hlstory controlllng their. h1stor1ca1 Judgment, and the re11ab111tx/

3
‘J,“.

accuracy and s1gn1f1cance of the1r 1nterpretatlons are open to challenge.“

Consequently, the categorles and frameworks witnin which the?hlstory of "/:irﬁ‘r
.. - ’ et S
journalism has been v1ewed must be turned~up,1de down  and" nslde out. .éfé,'u
Journalism historians, today as never before must reexamine the h1story ~ :
..of journallsm‘h1storlography 1tse1f from its deepest ‘roots up.’“NemJ‘ ‘
vrstas and new d1rect}ons are 1nev1tab1e when Journalmsm h1stor1ansjbegln VI‘A,é
e . i @

to rethink why and how thelr fleld‘aevel ed thetway it did, and - ‘to ‘see
- O~p\ A .
the d1mens1ons and dlrectlons it came to mani fest. From a. thorough gOLng Yoo,

rev131on and a cr1t1ca1 self- reflectlon, Journallsm hlstorlans may dlscover

new 1ns1ghts and new perspectlves for dealing with -the problems which ha§e~v o
’ . . - ‘ i LT L

23 S ‘ S

-plagued the field for the 1ast_twenty4fiveiyears; — e R

k]

Such historiographical reflection -is urgently neededfandhpotentially
reWarding‘insofar as it,willfprovidera measure of self-consciousness,lselfe-

a

understand1ng and 1ns1ght into the ph110soph1ca1 and metbodologlcal issues

s

- ° 3 el

at stake, and . thus ‘deepen our h1stor1ca7 understandlng of Journallsm as . a “ﬂ“ o

§ . . -

-0

human communlcatlve activity.‘ For if the. task of Journallsm hlstorlography

'is; at least m1n1ma11y, to make functlonal w1th1n the practice of wr1t1ng

and teaching hlstory varlous communlcatlons 1n51ghts lnto the processes

of hlstory, the nature of the soclai order and the structure of creatlon

then such historiographicalvreflection'is not too=much~to demand of', . ’ ;T“féf

R > W
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practicing journalism historians. { It may be a slow and theoretically’
difficult task, but it is the pricg which must be paid if there are to be
some new directions in journalism historiography.
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"FOCOTNOTES

leor a more -extended discussion of. the dominance of the progressive
tradition see Joseph P. McKerns' ""The Limits of Progressive Journalism His-
toxy," Journalism History, 4(Autumn 1978), 88-92, and James W. Carey's
""The ‘Problem of Journalism Hlstory," Journalism Histbory, 1(Spring 1974),
3+4. The discussion and criticism of the work that has been done within
the progressive tradition that follows in this’ paper are not intended to

~abolish - the importance or significance of that work;,; but rather to challenge

journalism historians to look beyond that perspective.
. el o -' ’ . - .
2S5ince 1950 there have been only about thirty-five essays published
in major communications and journalism journals. Almost two-thirds of those
articles have appeared in this decade. B " '

3 Theodore Peterson, 'On Teaching History,“ Coranto,'1(1950?)-‘2.

hAllan Nevins, - "Amerlcan Journalism and Its Historieal Treatment, "

_‘Journallsm Quarterlj, 36(1959), 413

Approaches,
Farrar and J. D. Stevens_(New York: - Harper and Row, 1971), pp. 1- 13.

5In the November (1951 issue of Coranto (No. 4), a series was\lnltlated

“which presented- papers on the history of Journallsm given at the AEJ Conventlc

in Urbana, August 27-29, of which Edwin Emery's '"'Correlation of Journalism
History with Social, Polltlcal and Economic Trends in" America' was the first.

630hn D. Stevené and ‘Donald L. Shaw, "Research Needs in Communications
History: A Survey of Teachers," Journalism Quarterly, 45(1968),'549.

. 7Donald E. Oehlerts, "The . Influence of Interpretab&ons of American
History on the History of the Press, Paper'presented to the AEJ, June
1969, p. 2. ' . ) -

,POehlerts, Ps 5.
9

Ronald T. Farrar, "Mass Communications History: A Myriad of
" in Mass Media and the National Experience, edited by R. T.

T.

1°1b1d., . 10.
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