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ABSTRACT
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For example, the series of fanmily cos%t of living surveys conducted in
the Orited States by state and federal bureaus of labor statistics in
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analysis of » sample of cotton textile worker budgets taken from an
1889-9C survey found that expenditures for nevspapers were associated
in interesting ways with fanily incoze, region of ‘residence,
ethnicgity, an& fanily life cycle. The analysis also found souze
evidence that working class families read newspapers more for
diversion. or amusement than for educational or self-improvenment
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WORKING-CLASS READERS

Using Labor Statistics to Study Newspaper Readership
in the Late Nineteenth Century

!

Who read newspapers. in the nineteenth century? Were readera different
from non-readers? Was newspaper réading assoclated with differences in ethni-
city,‘;’ccupation, income, re.aidenca, age, family size, or other reader char- (

acteristics” Did newspapen reading make & difference in the life styles or

world views of readers? These kinds of questions are central to our under-

standing of the newspaper as a social institution during the period ;f its

genesis as a mass medium of communication. Yg\t we rea‘lly hm'p_,knm( the answers.

To some extent, answers to such ques}.iona can never be known. While many of the
newspapers remain, preserved on n_ﬁ.crofilm, their faitﬁﬁ}l readers are dead, with

no word: left for posterity. This is part of the problem, of ccurs.e. But much’

of the problem stems from the fact that few attemptS'MVe beoen made to seek
. answers., This paper is a modest effort to caprect this deficlency. Specifi- )
cally, I will try to show that most Jouma.liam historiography, has been too
l;,mited in scope to create a broad social hiat.ory of newspaper reading. Iwill ,
" suggest that the methods and approaches’ of other social hiatoriea could be quite
useful in the study of newspaper hist.ory. And T will grrer a deacription and a
preiiminary analysis of a collection of nineteenth-century data on wox-king-claaa

family budgets that suggest some tentativs. answers to the question., Who resd

Ko ' ' ;
newspapera in the nineteenth century? 'f‘"
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There are two ways of studying newspaper readership. One can look at
. .

produ¢tion or at‘c0naumption, at the producer and the product or at the audi- ,
ence.‘ Journalism piato;inns have almost always chosen the first approach, N
and newspaper history ie thus the hiatcryiof newspaper reporting, odit.ingt and
publishing. The late ninetegnth centgry, when the modern maaa-cf}cqlation
Newspaper was born, is usually portrayed as a time of great changes in news-
paper'content ard style, printiﬁ}%technology, buaineaé st}ategy, and publishing
methods in general. Thi,histori;al actors are neuapapenéeq of the higheét ‘ )
rank -- Pyiitzer, Hearst, Dana, and ;iher Jjournaliam lumi:ariea- The readers

are not forgotten, but their characteristice are inferred frcum the a}és of the
editara ard the éontent of the newspapers, Thﬁs, for exampls, we know that

the New York World was the paper of the workingman and the lmmigrant because

Pulitzer tolls us so. And those new readers must ﬁav; liked human interest and
sensation because lhat ia what the World cont.ained.l These inférences are quite
plausible, but the;'a;e guesswork. Sﬁrely the tenucus liﬁk\between the huéchea
of editors and the desires of readers was no stronger in the nineteenth century
than it is today -- and it apparently is not very'atrong today.2 More important,
such iqferencea Are very contenﬁ-spé:ific and tell us nothing about the broad
social and behavioral characteristics oﬂ newspaper readers in general, especially
compared t0 non-readers. The traditional approach has begn only half of what
should be a two-fold study. Journalism Eistori%ns have stflied producer and

product. What about the audience, the reader himself? .

111 - .-

r
Is it possible to atddy the characteristics of readers directly, or must we
1 - 4 . ) ‘




be sltisfied to 1nfer reader attributes from communication content? Historians

. .surely cannot conduotl\%adership surveys among the dead. Or can they? Social

L]

historians in recent years have been remarkably successful in reconatructing
the lives of common men and uooon of the past. They have begun to mine the
great masses of Iindividual,, non-aggregated do}a that have been collected In . ‘
mdst Western societies over the past two or three centuries =-- manuscript

censusea, wllls, deeds, property 1539ntories, depesitions, marriage records,

Y

hospital records military records, criminal records, governmeent surveys, and
: ¥
80 on.3 The "new oocioi,history ranges a8 widely in subject matter as the

s

meaning of the term "social” itself, and some studies. have dealt d%<:c§ly with
"reading" and "readers." Researchers in library‘hiahory and in the

isiory of
4 litdracy mave de-onstrated that reading consumption, not just production, can

be studied empiricallx‘and directly.

- Traditional library history, like traditional jq?rnaliom history, is ususlly
zore concerned with the production and distribution side of the r;ading procesas
than with the consumption side. The standard works are institutional histories
of libraries, publishing houses, the book trade, and the giants of librarianship.
The characteristics and tastes of readers are infedred from the collection or
circulation records of libraries or from the merd exjstence of librariea and the
book trade in particular regiona.h ’But some historians in this field have tried
to stgdy book ownershibp and roadinq behovior oore directly through thg analysis
of ?robayg\Fecorda and other personal documents l&ft beh;nd by individual
readers. ?7pically, readershic studies in this "new library history" review:

i
™~

hurdreds, scmetimes thousands, of seemingly unrelated estate inventories and

? e
‘ aj“\)then use this individual-level data to generalize about who read what at a par-,
ticular place and time.5 Like docial historians working in gther fields, library
historians have learned to conduct Burveys among the dead -- at least _some kinds

~
voof aurveya among some of the dead

!

. f
<
N

¥




\

- »
&

Historians of literacy, coming more from ihe‘tradition of educatiqp hiatory
than library'hihtory, have also begun to study their subject more dirfctly
through the yse o \individual—l;vel records, Like practitioners of the new
library history, these historians of literacy have been uncomfortable .with
traditional infersnces about.levels of literacy made from studie; of the pro-
duttion of reafiqg ;atter.f They have sought, fﬁétead, to study the.reader or
non-reader himself. FThere ar:\twﬁ kinds of 1ndividual-1evél documents that
American historians are using more and more to measure literacy in ;Hé past.

_The first type is the self—report on liteiacy or i1literacy, such as statements
in manusc"ipt census schedules and in military and job application recdrds.k
The second type is the direct, if crude ;easure of literacy provided by the

“distinction between ;1gning or marking & will, deed, property invengpry, or
deposition., i ' .

’Thysllatter approach to the study of literacy and illiteracy has been used to
build wide-ranging argum;;t; challenging traditional interpretations of the role
of literacy in the industrial and democratic revolutiosg in the Western World
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.7 Because these masses of data were
originally collected for individual people, the historian today is sble to

\aggregate and sanalyze this material as he sees fit, through the use of modern
statistical and c0mputer techniquds. Though the method,#s scmetlimes arcane,
the aim i3 simple:l }o try to determine, as directly as possible, who coula

S—— ¥

read ard who could not.

-

Journalism histon}ans who are 1nterésted 1n newspaper readership would
benefit, I believe, werekthey to think of their subject in ways analogous to
this recent work in/library history and the histpry of lite;acy. In fact, in .
some ways the historical studies of -literacy are directly felevant to Journalism
history, because the newapapeﬁ was 1ikel o;e of the first media that marginally

literate people would turn to. But beyond this direct/connection, the example
4
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of metBod 1s also suggestive Are there historicai sources extant that would
allow 2; to study the readers of newspapers 1n the, way hi torians have tried .
to atudy the readers of books or readers in general” The answer is a*Eentative
:yes." While the reading of newspapers is a much hqre ephegeral dnterprise
than the reading of books (Besple usually den't leave bundles of newspapers
in their estates to be inventoried and probated), rewspaper ;eading is a
behavior that has been recon&ed in sone individual-level historical records.
One such type of record is the family cost-of-living budget — a favored form i .
of statistical survey conducted by the newly created bureaus of labor statistics

on both the state nd natlonal levels in the late nineteenth and early twen- . .
/

\ . ' . -

tieth centuries. ' )
! ~
! /
Iv .

The creation of bureaus of labor‘;tatist}cq;*bcgiﬁqing with Massachusetts
in 1869, was part of the passion of late-nineteenth-century reformers for
"facts, " [Pe transformation of America from an agrarian and commercial nation
to an 1ndustrial/natdon brought with it an ayalan;he of serious and immensely
complicated economic and social problems. In their efforts to understand this
strange new world, refonne;s and politicians sought help from the fledgling.
social scientes. Resolute in their faith in a scientific, factual basis for
reform, they hoped to solve the great economic questions of the day through
anpiricai investigations. No question was of greater concern than the so-called
"Labor Question" -- the interlocking ﬁ}oblemu_or labor productivity? unﬂ?ploy-
ment, pay, hours, child dabor, labor organization, social unrest, and so on.
The firat’buroau of labor statistics was set up 1é MassAchusetts in 1869; the \\\\\
Federal Bureau of Labor was ostablished in 1884; and by 1891 twenty-seven state | §>

L4

bureaua has jy%n organized across the United Statou In the words of Carroll

5 :\




Wright, the chief of the Massachusetts bureéau, this was "practical soci&lpgy?'
! 1 " - -

.8 . .
in action. . . - .
" on . »

Carroll D, Wright, who became the tirst U.S. Commiasioner of Labor after

his service in Haaaachuaetts,.waa the leading figure in the deve%?pmé%t of

-

. -
labor statistica from 1873 until his death in 1909, One of Wright's Qbat im-
portant contribut;pns.to labor atatistics was his continuing effort to study ,
empirically the coﬁt*c? living of working-claas familiea.9 Wright's cost-of=

. \
living surveys, and those conducted hy commissioners in several other states,

gathered detailed xnfé;;ation on family size, age, ethnicity, and work pattg;na} '
on family income from all sources; and on familﬁ expenditures-of every sort,’
Irom pota£oeaﬁtg life insurance, The original‘%u:poselof these surveys was to
atedy consumption and its {alation to income, taking into account a variety of )
other famiiy, industrial,-and rezional variables. SeVe?él of the federai, .
studies nge a;?o desig;ed to provide Congress with informatio? during tariff
debates.10 Happily foy historiany, some of the studies were reported and éub-
lished in hon-aggreggta:'fonn, thus leavi&g the raw survey dat;\fqr posterity

and posterity's computers lo do with as they plé%ae, regardless of the original I3

purposes of the nineteenth-century researchers..  Happily for journalism histor-

. P - 7 .
ians, a variaqle commonly surveyed was expenditures for newspapers or newspape;s )
3 3 -..1|
and onké%% ﬂ¥k~ r ¢ )

Probably the most important cost-ef-living surveys reported in non-aggregaﬁbd
: 11
form were published by Carroll Wright's bureaus in 1875 and in 1890 and '91.
The 1875 study, conducted while Wright was Massachusetts commissionerﬁ was a

survey of 397 working-class famiiies in that state. Wright's agents purposely

” ’

selected the sample to represent a range of occuﬁitions, within e:f; o¢cupation
the individuals interviewed wers selectaﬁ more or less at random. The inter«

viewers for all of Wright's surveys were gyhineJ:Jpersiatent, and meticulou®,

m———

*
thougp,thi exactr procedurss they followgd are not fully specified and ¢®rtainly
f" *
J L4
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did not guarantee a truly random sample in the modern sense of the term.12 After

+ v e

he became U.5. Commissioner of Labor, Wright conducted & monumental replication
of the Massachusetts survey - & ;tudy of the budgets of more phan 8,500 families
all over the United States and in several foreign countries in\:;E;cted indus-
tries. This study, copducted in 1889-90 and published in 1890-91, followed the
1875 study fairly closely in form and method. Though these surveysimay be she

best spurces for historical cost-of-liwng data, Ahey are by no means the only

.

such sources. Wright conducted Yother studie3; as did several state bureaus.
L =
Several of these have prese{ved very useful non-ageregated data Just walting

!

for re-analysis in the computers of social historians. ,

ddly, only & . few.rscent accial and economic hisforians have made use of
A & "“‘q\m

these historical surveys. In the 1960s, econometric historians Jeffrey
[ ‘.“

Williamson used the data to study income elasticity in the mineteenth century.
More recently, sconomic historians Peter Lindert and Michael Haines have used
the surveys in their studies of ferEility, child costs, and family life cycles.

Social historian jﬁhn Modell has looked into the differen%}al consumption .

ratterns qf native compared to Irish lmmigrant workers and theié families.lb

As far as ] kn: , no one in Journalism hlstory has used these cost-of-living * ‘\\

surveys td study newspaper reading behavior. The rgpainder of this paper will
" f

be A small step in this™direction. . . )

-

Y B
'—y ' i
N Wright's 1890-91 survey falls in the midst of one of the most extraordinary
!

periods of American economic history. It is &n extraordinary era in Journalism

-~

history as well. Personified in the standard literature by the names of Joseﬁh
' "

" Pulitzer, E.W. Scripps, Melville Stone, William Rockhill Nelson, and Henry .
Grady, ;he decade of the 1880s is aptly rewembered as the time of genesis of ’
‘ e N
T ‘ .
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the modern, popular, mass-circulation, urban newspaper in Amarica.ls The -
revolution in newspaper publishing in the 18808 ran deeply and broadly, through’ ~
Amerifan society, more so than the work of a handful of great editors wou dy}
uuggeat. Nationwide, the number ot .daily newspapers increased 78 percént 1
the 1880§L.£rom 971 to 1,731, and the perdentage growth for e vening papers —-
the workingman 8 paper -- was even greater, 112 percent. Over the same decade
the circulation of all dailies jumped 135 percent, froam 3.6 million to 8.4
'S million pegﬂéssué. Ard the papers clrculated were fatter papers as well, as
newsprint consumption roge nearly 200 percent. Altogether Tmore than four and
one-half billion coples of newspapers and periodicals were 1ssued in 1890 S
ten-Told increase from mid- centu;y.l§ T . -
Who was ;egdiqé these papers in 18907 Carroll W;igpt's surveys gsuggest
that newspaper reading was andeed a working-claas activity, with some two-
thirds of the families interviewed reporting ft least some expenditures.
' Ly .

What were these readers like® To find out, I turned to the non—aggregated

»

cost-of-1iving data in the massive Seventh Annual Report of the U.s. Cormission-

er of Labor, 1891. * . o

- ‘-.-4/
kHy study of these working-clasd newsphper readers is based upon a stra-

tified‘randCQ sample of 300 casea drawn from the 1891 report. 7 In their
.«

original form, the data were already stratified by industry.and state or

a~<:ozmt.1"3r. Because t;q surveys were designed to generate a factual b;;is for
the Congressional tariff debates, the industries studied were major protected
induatriejof the time: bar tron, pig iron, steel, bituminous f:oal, ceke,’

iron ore, cotton textiles, woolens, and glass. Wright.érgan;zed the~gurveys

by state and country, apparently with quotas set for each geographical
-division.}% ‘Hy sample.;onsists of seventy-five families in cotton manufacturigg
fhom two’;;ates from each of the thrpe major cotton-milling regions in the

Unitgd States and from Great Britain: New England (M3ine and Connecticut);

% . r
|

2
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Middle Atlantic (New York, and Pennsylvania), South (Georgia and South Carclina);

and Britain. With seventy-five cases from each of these four geographical .

-

rezions, the total sample was 300.

Because tha industries originally surveyed were few in number énd not ran-
domly chosen by Wright, I decided to work with a single industrial group
(cotton textile workers) in order to hold constant the effects related to
1ndu3triai differences in hopes of facil%tating comparison on other variables.
(This study is only a pilot proje;t for a larger study, which will include the
other industrial groups.) Of the "industries surv?yed by Wright, cotton milling /
w:s the most fully represented, with more than 2,000 families interviewed in
the United States alone. This allowed me to choose substantial sdb-samples :
from the tﬂ;e; najor U:S. regions. Moat industries tended not to be qsp;e- : *

_ sented very well acrogs regions. Cotton milling, on the other hand, was one of
the most wide-spread of the major mgnufacturing industries in late-nineteenth-
ceﬁtury America, having expanded well beyond the borders of New England where

~y : \
the first large mills had been built in the dwtades before the Civil War.
Cotton manufactug}ng in the Soﬁgh, for examp;f, made great strides after 186?‘.

9

and was a major industry there by 1890.1 Southern cotton manufacturing, ljke
/ +

other industries inythe so-called "New South,™ stood apart frop manufacturing

in the other regions in seversl ways, chiefly in the aga%; scale and wide dis-

M 20 i
persion of firms and in the low pay.for labor. a'/// -

A

Regional similarities and differences had ax iMpact on reading behavior, ;

* Characteristics of the workers themselves and their families did, too. To

Lyt .

find out what newspaper readers were like in the cotton textile industry, I
looked at the relationship between expenditures for newspapers and books and
five categories of family attributes: (1) income; (2) region of fesidence;

(3) nationality of birth; (4) life cycle; and (5), personal and family life
21 ' ) . L . I

‘-E

style.
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The average?nnus,l family income’ from all sources for the cotton workers
in mqy sample was $665 per year, and 't:he average expenditure for newapapex\'a and :
' books was $4.22, Family incomes ranged from $198 to $1,693, from bare sub- ) '
} ) B sistence or worse to & fairly' comf?rtable living. Wages. in cot.t.on'manufact‘uring
were Tow‘fgr'unaki'llr;-d ‘agd seni-skilled operatives, especially women and children,

+

but at.ot.ae/f.a.mily. incomes wer.e qoq:nar;bie to t.lg,ot.her indust.ries’ surveyed by
Wright. \_0r th?s_e nine indu;t.rieé} four ranlked above cotton t.extile.work in
ave.rage family income, four rarlked‘be\iow. By /i:urt.her copmparisbn, ave;{ége pay
! in the newspaper indgstry in 1890 (individual, not family) was %647, and
s Carroll Wright's own salary as éomissie{er of lebor in Massachusett$ was :
$2,500. Expenditures tdr Jewbpapers and books ranged .from zero to $40 per
year in my sample -~ also cgn}par‘able to other imdustries in the 1‘u11'zm!'v‘ey.22
Income, not surprisinaly, was the most important single determinant of . .
- spending on newspapers. of - éours:, income is always an i_mportant. deteminant.
of any family expem‘.it.u}e., arxd newspapers and books are no exception. Generally
speaking, then, ag now, the :goﬁa one ean;ed (/the most one spent.. When the ’
families in the sample are divided into equal thirds according to family income
rank {high, middle, and low lncome), the highly pald workexs spent. on the average
$6.14 per year on newspapers and books, the middle range workers spent $4.42,°
/(~ ) and the.low, paid workers spent 52 06, Expressed as propertions of i:amily

N AEIES Ve I o~
e
K inceme, oweve‘r, these expgnditure‘o are about egual. , In other wo.rds, it appears \

that at &31 incc:ne levels, the grog‘rtionl spent. on newspapers and books waS

about the same -- about'0.6 percent.of the total- family income‘.23 But this -
apparently 3imple linear relat.ionship bet.waen iné%r'ﬁ ahd reading expandit.ures
is actually much more complex when ot.her fact.ors are considered Newspaper

) buying was much more diacretiona.ry t.han:many other family- cxpendit.ures,. and was .

thus quite varidble., The simple Pearson coefficlent of torrelation between

* - * d
familv income and expenditures on papers wag only .36 in the sample, a fairly .

]

. 1
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modest positive correlation. A general overview of the rel'a%ioﬂship between L )
family income and reading expenditures, therefore, does tell us something about

»

newspaper use, but more importantly it masks the influence of two other family

variables: region and nationality.zh ' ‘ ’ .

.
-

Region of residence (New England, Middle Atlantic, or South) and nationality .
_(native or immigrant) have contradictory influences on readfng behavior that

tend to cancel each other out. Table 1, for example, Beems to show that swither

L3

-
region nor nationality had much effect on proportion of income devoted to

newspapers a;ud books. Table 2, on the other hand, suggests @.ﬁat this is a

mistaken generalization, caused by the fact that virtually all c;f the Southern

cotton.workers were native Americans while most of the Northern cotton woriers

ware immiprants. Table 2 i;xdicatea that, when income Xevels are controlled, ’

natives tend to’epend more on newspap ers and books than immigrants do, and

Northerners tend to gpend more than Southerners. However, because most S&uthemers

wprE/nativ{:s and most Northerters were imnigrant.a, the two ;ffect.s wash each Qi
21

other out when considered toget.her.zs

What appear to be the most obvious effects of regign on reading, suggested

by Tablo 1, actually are income effects. The raw differencea in exp}uditureu »* >
on newspapers and boo.ks, broken down by region, are striking -- ranging from ’/

ﬁ.OS p?rhyaar in they ~ Atlam.ic states, to 33.81‘ in New England, to .
82.92%9 the South, > Y differences, 6f course, reflect disp&ritiea in ‘ ‘?

family income agong the regions. Cotton workers in the Middle Atlantic states
and New England _were substantially better paid than workers in the South. This
was duﬁf partly to the fact that more skilled workers wers employed in the manu-
facture of finer textiles characteristic of the\Nor:t.h. Partly it was due to

the gem;rally depressed wages for pll manufacturing work in the South, a pK?;aa-.
enon little changed in our own timel.z'? But region of residence had an affact

on newspaper reading beyond the urﬂerlyin&'dirrenenceu in incoms. This effect

11
a4 /(
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*

is hidden by the contradictory effect.of nationality. When the effects of income
and nationality are controlled thevdifferences in newspaper buying between

New England and the Middle AtYantic states largely disappear, but not so for

. . the South., Southerners still spent considerably less, with the effects of
. 3

. . & .
The impact of region on newspaper buylng habits, of course, extended beyond

income and nationality removed.

cotton textile workers. The 1890 census revorts that per capita newgpaper
o
+ circulation was much higher. in the Hoqth than in the Scuth, For the states in ’*ﬁ

my sample, the number of residents psr copy of all newspapers tublished was

0.44 for the Middle Atlantic states, 0.88 for New England, and 5,99 for the

South. In other words, therq,ue}e more ‘newspapers than people in the North,
?

d 2
while in the South there were nearly six people for every paper, y It seems

thai Southerners, who were usually native Americaps, terded to spehd ls;a on 3
newspapers than native Americans in'the North, e;en controliiné for income. (
The reasons for this phenomenon are complex and‘have much to do with the \\
peculiat poliff;al, econom&c, educational, and racial history of the anté-

bellum South. Because of that history, industrial workers in the South after

the Civil War were almost always fhative whites, péorly educated, poorly paid,

. "

and poorly integrated in®% the industrial culture of the New South. The So;th
remained rural, even in its manufacturing. Southe;n cotton mills in 1890 were
significantly smaller and more widely dispersed than Northern mills.30 News-
papers-are urban institutions; Southern industries wére not.,

Nationality of birth is the third broad family variable that, when con-
sidered superficially, seems not very mu;h'related to reading behavior. Immi-
gr;qt families in the sample spent a little more on newspapers and booﬂ?f'%ut
their average family incocmes were higher. §If that seems stréﬁkeﬁ remember

, .
that most of the native Americans in the sample wers in the poorly paid South.),

Overall, both immigrants and natives spent about thé same proportigns of their

-
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incomes on regding materials. These broad similarities, however, gloss over i

some underlying differences caused by contradictory regional effects., When

immigrant versus native expenditures on reading are broken down by region and

+

income, it is clear that nationality makes a difference. With the influence of
3

the South removed, natives tended to sﬁend,more than irmigrants at all income

¢

2
levels.3 The most striking nationality groups in my sample were the native

Southerners ard the immigrant New Englanders. Both were very low spenders on _
N

newspapers and books. Not only did native Southerners spend less than their -
Northern counterparts with similar incomes, but fully one-third of them in the

sample had no expenditures at all for reading -- compared to lqgf than one-fifth

/’

of¢the native Northerners. Like the native Southerners, the imeigrant New .
~t s .
Englanders spent verz_little on reading, and about one~third had no expenditures

-

‘ ~
The resding behavior of native Southerners, as I have already suggestedy was

aat

related to a variety of historical forces that made the South sych a distinctive

at all for newspapers or books.

region in America, even after the Civil wWar. These poor white workers w?r% new
- to an industrial system that had not yet acquired a'pennanen% working ciiaa
culture. They were cultaral trans{ents -- though, of course,.many wers destined
to stay. The low spending behavior of New England immigrants is traceable almost g
entirely t; the French (anadians. Their reading expenditures were extromely
low, much 1éwer than ;hy‘other nationality.33 They spent an average of $1.29
per fiar for newspapers and books, nearly three dollars less than average, oven
though thoir average family income was $783, more than $100 above average. All
the French Canadiana in thn gample worked in New England mills, and they were
recognizod by 1890 as an unuaual ethnic contingent 1n the polyglot textile
industry of that region. The gr?ateut influx of French Canadians into the
industry d;me between 1870 and .1890. They tended to be quite clannish about

marriage,fghurch, ard other group values and bebaviors, and they f{requently

s i \ -
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retyrned to Quebec after a stint in the Amsrican mills. In the cotton industry,
at least, they were more transient than other groups, which may account for

their lack of intersst in buylng newspapers. ébrty—three Prench and six French/
English newspapers were published in the United States in 1890, Cotton workers,

3 Viewed together, the behavior of the Scuthern

44 seems, bought fow of them.
natives and: the French Canadians perhaps suggests a connectiorn between news-
paper realing and a feeling of arrival, of permanence, of involvement with the
surrounding culture — whether native or immigrant. % .
Questions about income, rezion, and nationality are important group-level
q&estiona, ard these three factors had an impact on reading behavior. But the
family-level data in wWrikht's 1891 report also allow for the study of more
individual family q}tributes. Was reading related to family life eycle, such
as age of parents and children or size of the family? Was family life astyle
important? In other words, in what ways was reading related to other discretion-
ary expenditures in the family budget? What role did newspapers or boogsfplﬁ}
in the family circlae? . -
The 1ife cycle of a ninetesenth-century family unfolded into fggfly regular
inco?a arg consumption patterns. From Wright'!s 1890-91 survey, it seems that
a workingman's 1nc;ma tended to rise steadtly from adolescenceﬁto age 30 to 40,
declining thereafter. Total family income, however, usuall¥ peaked ahen the 4
huépand w33 in his fifties, with the addition to t;e labor force ¢f his home-
dwelling children and perhaps his wife.35 Thus, age oE family was assoc;éled with
income and, through income, with newspaper rehding.‘ when the effects of income
are removed, however, family lif; cycle variables seem larRely unrelated to

-

reading behavior. \Neither age of husbgnd nor age of wife>nor age o{ oldest

~

child showed a significant partial correlatlion with expenditures on nézspapera
ard books. Reading expenditures also were rot associated in my sample with
school expenses, 5H%wing no positive correlation with number of children in .

-
. % ,"'
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school, controlling again for income. In fact, the reverse possib'ly was true,
Reading expenditures -were slightly negatively relatred tc; total number of
children (whether in school or not)« The partial correlation, controlling for
income, was -.16, a statistically significant but extremely weak association,
In short, I could find no indication in my sample tha\'ic. newspaper reading among
cotton workers was the habit of a particular age groyp and little indication
that it‘ was associated with family size, except through the effects of income.
Perhaps the most interesting questions about newspaper reading have to do
with what f’have called -111‘0 style variables. What kind of an expenditure was
the family's outlay for newspapers ard booka” This sort of Question has been
increasingly important to historians in recent vears in thelr efforts to
understand the impact of large social forces such as industrializatlon and
_-urbanization on the common people of nineteenth—centur} Ameri‘ca. This concern
with everyday life has brought together historians from the sub-fields of
labor history, soclal hisbors:, women's history, historical demograph;j ard
history of the family.36 ;In & classic 1973 essayl, Herbert Outman suggests
that the‘ Aterican uorkirfg clas:sﬂ, both native and Tmmigrant, was only gf-a.dfmlly
and with much travail brought under the discipline of the'clcf;:k and the machine
in the nineteenth gantury: Over many decades, while they adjusted to new
work habits and the life style of industry and city, workingmen and their fam-
ilies clung to at i};st soma of their pre-:induslt.rial habits and behaviors. The

work ethic came hard, and for many it came long after the rublicatiofl of Ben

\I

s Franklin's Qut.ogiogrqphy.w Some family historians have mined census 'recorq.a
an?i other quantitative historical data to try to mensure‘md compure.the,
changing econopic responses of American families t8 their changing environ-
ment: John Modell, for ;xample,ﬂus‘ing data from Wright's 1875 ard’ 1890-91
syrveya, found that durix:ag that era both American u:ﬁ Iriah families increased

what he calls their "prudential. expenditures, for such things as organization

. . . »
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membqyahips and insurance. Yet, at the same time, "indulgent" expenditures on
| alcohol and tobdcco, which he vi?:E;as a pre-industrial cultural rssponse to
crfuia, also remained high. In this and other ways, individual families ex-
hibited traits of both the industrial ard the pre-industrial cultures.38

I tﬂied to deteruine from my sample whether expenditure on newspapers &and
books ;;a an "educationi type of esxpense or a "diversion" type ofexpense.
" It seems tha£ reading could have played either of these two roles, and an under-

standing of which role it may have played for working-class families in 1890

-~

£

¢ tell us something about the function of the newspaper in the 1ndu;trial
rZiijution. .
In brief, my analysis suggests that reading was more a diversion than an
"educational or self-improvement behavior amonz cotton textile workers in the
late nineteenth century. First, reading expens;s showed go correlation with .
number ;f children. in school, when controlling for indome and total number of
children. The ratio of children in gchool to total number of children was the
only real measure of educaticnal interkat that { could fashion from the survey
data, tut in that era and that context, this was a fair indication of family
comaitment to education. I also found very little association between reading
ard expenditures for organizations, churches, or charities -- items which I - ‘
interpreted as reflecting a commiiment to self-improvement or religious or
politica% involvement, if not exactly to education directly. On the other
han&, in every Ein! of analysis I perf;nmed that compared discqgtionary-expensea,
I found the strongest reiationship between reading expendituraa*ahd expenﬁitures
on amuisements and vacations. This correlation i# not terribly large (.35'18 the
simple Pearson R), but it is stronger than any other, and it d;es not diaapeear
when controls are introduced on income, familvy size, kids ¢n school, or r;gion

of residence. Heading seemed to be a family diversion -- like an outing, a

‘picnic, or a'vacation. It was mot associated in my sample, however, with private

VS ’
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indulgences, such as alcohol and t.obacco.” \

VI

This 1ittle study of the family budgets of 309 cotton textile workers in
1890 does not reveal very much about the role o‘f newspapers in the transformation
of American life in the late nineteenth c;zntury. Mainly it confirms the ex-
pe;:ted -- that rea&ing was related to inc':ome, region, and nationality. It only

. begins to suggest something interesting about the role that readings-played :{n
working-class families in 1890 -- that it was more a diversion or amusement
than a form of education or self-improvement or politi::al or religiou'u involve-
!ment.. To say much mors th.an this, & larger and more comparative study is needed,
The 1890-91 survey contain® material for more precise cémparis.ons across in-
dustrises, ethnic groups, and budget categories. Other family budget surveys
offer some opportunities for comparisons #cross time. This paper, a quick

glance back into the past at a small collection of cotton workers, is merely
- to suggest what might be done. P ‘
The use of hi.storic-al labor st\tisticu for jwalism hi;t.on{, 'it' should
“De obvious, is nq panacea. As data sources, these old surveys are frequently
unreliable, somstimes uninterpretable, and on occasion unava{ilable. A m:r::n
sdrvev raésearcher would throw up his hands at the sight of them., Yet they i}
may b’e ab]‘.t‘a.t“o tell us some things about families and newspapers, po::'haps some
things that we coulfl le;m in no other way. The celebration of a particular .
kind of historical data, however, is 5°t' t:he. ai-m or’t.his paper. These ‘surveys
may turn out to be useful, or they may not. That is not the critical issue,
for the availability of" data 1s never the historian's chief constraint, The
chief constraint always is the availability of good ideas. The idea of this
papér is that a genuine social history of American newapapers requires the

- .
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st.uhy of consumsrs as well as producers, of readers as well as writers and

pblishers, If this is a good idea, the data can be found to pursue it,
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APPENDIX

h - -

The Commissioner of Labor's Sixth Annual Report (1890) and ‘Seventh
Annual Report (1891) contain information or expenditure data.for the
following categories:

»

» ™

- I. Description of the Family .

1. State or € of Residence . ~
2. Nationallt

3, Occupation of Husband
L. Whether Wife Works

57 Number. of Children at Work, Home, and School

6. Number of Boarders

7. Total Jumber in Family .

8. Mge of Husband and Wife b

9. Sex and Ages of Children \

10. Whether Family Owns House and General Condition of House

1I. Sources of Income

“,

1. Income of Husbamd, Wife, and Children (separately)
2. Income from Boarders-and Lodging - v
3, Other Income ’

111. Expenditu;?: for Food A

—

1. Amount Consumed and Cost of Each of these Items: Beef, Hog
Products, Meat not Specified, Eggs, Lard, Butter, Tea, Coffes,
Sugar, Molasses, Potatoes, Poultry, Pish, Milk, Flour and Meal,
Bread, Rice, Cheese, Fruit, Condiments, Vegetables not Specified,
and Food not Specified

2. Total Expenditures for Food

Y.

1v. l'bcper.‘di'turea Other thani Food

1. Number of Rooms and Rent Paid ‘ _

2, Amount Used and Cost of Fuel andylighting -

3, Expenditures for Each of these Items: Husband's Clothing, Wife's
Clothing, Children's Clothing, Furniture and Utensils, Taxes,
life Insurance, Property Insurance, Organizations, Religion,
Charity, Newspapers and Books, Amusements and Vacation, Liquor,.

~  Tobacco, Sickness and Death, and Other
¢ 4. Total Non-Food Expenditures s .
I . () ')
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4~ TABLE 1

L]

L ..“,
Average F@ni]'.y Igoma,"merhﬁe Expenditures for Newspapers and

Books, and Average Propoytion of Expenditures for Newspapers and
- Books Broken Down by Income Level, Region, and Nationality

A"]
Category - _Average  Newspapers % %or (N)
; Incone « ard Books N&B

4 - - " \

4 I. Income Level . -
High | $1,021.90 $6.14 .60% (100)
Middle 596.31 Lok2 T (202)
*  Low 378.33 2,06 .54 (98)

¥

II. Region v

New England ° $776.73 $£3.81 .49 (75)

Mid-Atlantic 833.25 6.05 .73 (75)

South 520,61 2.92 . 56 (75)

Britain 529,20 4.12 .78 (75)

B, - g -
III. Nationality .

#Native Am. $593.38 $4.09 N .69 (118)
Immigrant 839.03 Lol .53 (107)
Briton - 529,20 412 .78 (75)

V. Totil $663.95  $4.22  61% (300)
Toral .

Source: Sample of 300 cotton'textile workers'drawn
'{rom 1;.3., Commissioner of Labor, Seventh Annual Report
1891). ’




TABLE 2

Expenditures on Newspapers and Books, Broken Down by Nationality;
by Nationaliiy-and Region; and by Nationality, Region, and Income

i~

by Nat'lity by Nat'lity by Nat'lity

(_/_./7 3. High
C. South

Category & Region & Region (N)
1 & Incone
1. Native Am. $4.09 / —
A. Ned England " $5.12
1. Low $2.86 (7)
2. Middle 5.40. (5)
3. High 8.00 (5)
B. Mid-Atlantic . $6.74
1. Low $3.75 (4)
.2, Middle . 5.38 (e;
g ' 8.27 (15
$2.88
1. Low $1.43 (36)
2. Middle .20 _ (27)
3. High L.45 (11)
II. Imigrant 4. L4 ‘
A. New England $3.42
1. Low p $0..8 (9;
2. Middle 3.56 (18
3. High . 4.20 (31)
B. MideAtlantic . $5.67
1. Low $2.00 (3)
2. Middle L.53 (17)
C. South $5.00
2. Middle $5.00 - (1)

Source: Sample of 300 otton textile workers drawn
from U,8., Commission¥r of Labor, Seventh Annual Report

(1891).
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