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Yellow or Otherwise, American Newspapers as Media That Molded the Masses 

By EDWARD ROTHSTEIN
The Yellow Kid — a jug-eared, bug-eyed, comic-strip street urchin from 19th-century New York — doesn’t have pride of place at a modest exhibition about the history of American newspapers that opened yesterday at the New-York Historical Society, but he might well have. The Kid appears in a lithograph from Joseph Pulitzer’s newspaper The Sunday World on Aug. 16, 1896. On his yellow outfit, scrawled like graffiti in the barely literate hand of a new immigrant, are the words: “You oughter see my picktcher in der Sunday World.” 

William Randolph Hearst thought that “picksher” (as the Kid first spelled the word) should really be in his rival paper, The New York Journal, so he began a bidding war for the popular comic strip by Richard Felton Outcault featuring the Kid. Historians now doubt the once-accepted notion that the Kid’s clothing color named the genre of sensationalistic reporting in newspapers run by Hearst and Pulitzer — “yellow journalism” — but the Kid’s sassy populism did reflect something about the spirit of democratic journalism with which we still live.



In 1898 Hearst’s New York Journal and other papers posted Spanish-American War news on their offices. 
The gradual evolution of “yellow journalism’’ out of the political broadsheets of the colonial era is one of the subjects of this show, “Suspicious Truths: Politics and the Press in American History,” presented in conjunction with Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism. Organized by Mariam Touba, reference librarian at the society, it offers fascinating examples from the society’s collections. 

There is a copy of John Peter Zenger’s Sept. 23, 1734, New-York Weekly Journal that escaped being burned for its political position, and, in Zenger’s court defense, helped to establish the doctrine of freedom of the press. There is also an 1831 copy of The Cherokee Phoenix and Indians’ Advocate from New Echota, Ga., that used special type to accommodate the newly developed written form of Cherokee. And there’s an 1863 copy of a newspaper championing Confederate victories in Vicksburg, Miss., which was found fully set in type by triumphant Union forces and then published, despite a paper shortage, on remnants of wallpaper — to serve, they announced, “as a curiosity.” 

But the exhibition also frustrates. How much more could have been shown if there were more space and time? Many themes in the accompanying texts are more asserted than developed: journalism’s consistent political contentiousness, perennial suspicion of newspaper bias, the evolution from elite argument to popular entertainment (and manipulation).

“Presenting the news objectively,” reads the introductory text, “was often only an occasional and tangential goal.” The show (and brief video commentary from Nicholas Lemann, the dean of Columbia’s journalism school) argues that complaints about newspapers have often been the same as they are now, and — just as often — both justified and unjustified. 

These samplings of yellowed issues of perishable prose indicate just how complicated newspapering has always been. “Nothing can now be believed which is seen in a newspaper,” Thomas Jefferson — then president — wrote to 17-year-old John Norvell in an 1807 letter shown here (which also provided the exhibition’s title). “Truth itself becomes suspicious by being put into that polluted vehicle.” 

Newspapers, Jefferson asserted, may present general facts with accuracy, but “no details can be relied on.” 

Yet, as the show points out, 20 years earlier Jefferson had famously said that given a choice between “a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.” These strands of contrasting sentiment run through Jefferson’s writings — for he was at once a champion of press freedoms and a sober realist about democratic passions. 

That may be the nature of our fourth estate. These newspapers are reflections of democratic culture. They represent perspectives, interests and parties and come to life for particular political or communal purposes. They are not bundles of tradition, or house organs serving rigid social strata, but scrappy efforts to construct something in the political marketplace reflecting the views of their intended readers or trying to influence those views. They both create their communities and address them. 

Sometimes the purpose is explicitly polemical. There is an engraving here of William Cobbett, editor of Porcupine’s Gazette in Philadelphia, who supported the Federalist cause at the end of the 18th century, using the name Peter Porcupine. “Professions of impartiality,” he declared, “I shall make none.”

Sometimes the ambition is communal. There is a copy of The Weekly Advocate from 1837, published in New York, “for the Moral, Mental, and Political Improvement of the People of Color.” 

The ambition may even be utopian. A copy of Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly published on April 22, 1871, by two sisters who had been Manhattan stockbrokers, proclaims its program on its front page: “Progress! Free Thought! Untrammeled Lives!” 

There are examples, too, of the papers that gave yellow journalism its reputation, including Hearst’s own drum-beating issue of The New York Journal on Feb. 17, 1898, that presaged the Spanish-American War with a banner headline: “DESTRUCTION OF THE WAR SHIP MAINE WAS THE WORK OF AN ENEMY.”

But many historians now cast doubt on the assertion that yellow journalism manipulated the United States into war; Hearst’s famous telegram, in which he urged his illustrator, Frederic Remington, to remain in Cuba, saying, “You furnish the pictures, and I’ll furnish the war,” has never been found and is likely apocryphal. 

It also becomes clear that, accompanying the contention and clamor, there were attempts to shape something else. The exhibition suggests that in the 19th century the growth of advertising and commerce created a different kind of journalistic enterprise that sought to transcend particular interests. That enterprise could include an appeal to populism and what is now called tabloid taste. For instance, the issue of The World showcasing the Yellow Kid includes teasing headlines, like “Babies Used as Bait for Monsters.” But it could also lead to broader perspectives and an ambition for objectivity. The exhibition cites here the evolution of The New York Times. 

There are also intriguing journalistic hybrids in which varied impulses intertwine, including an issue of Placer Times, published in Sacramento in 1849, during the Gold Rush. John Milton’s verse appears on the front page, alongside an article that purports to be a letter to the “eddyturs of the Sundy Times,” announcing that “dimunds” have been “found in brilyant perfusion, on the brow of the Sarah Nevady.”

The semiliterate miners are at once lampooned and appealed to, mocked and solicited. But so is the more pretentious world left behind in the East. One article notes that racial riots attacking blacks had just taken place in Philadelphia, making things seem a lot more civilized, the editors suggest, among the “desperadoes” of California. 

Such a newspaper shapes an unusual relationship with its readers, tempering its inherent air of superiority with a spirit of empathy. The paper is looked up to by readers, but also makes itself companionable; exaggerations take on a comfortable charm; amusement and amazement are genially shared. This form of democratic journalism might have been what was so appealing about the Kid, too. While hardly able to spell or write, and bearing stilted traces of the Old World, he cannot be scorned or dismissed. He stands apart from the hard-scrabble world of the lower classes, facing the reader, explaining it, winking at it all.

The reader’s sense of superiority is tricked into sympathy. It is a democratic double-take, cultivating a transcendent view that still means to celebrate the populace being served. Boundaries dissolve, and we begin to think that we are seeing the world whole. Even if we are not. 

