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1897

American Journalism’s Exceptional Year

Thisarticle divects attention to the vemarkable developments of 1897 and argues that year merits recognition as a prvotal moment in the
trajectory of American jowrnalism. In presenting that case, the article pursues a methodological frame—a single-year stucy—that has
been little tested in journalism bistory, a field that leading scholars have criticized for resistance to fresh ways of considering journalism’s
past. The notable developments of 1897 included the publication of perbaps the most famous editorial in American journalism, the
diffusion of the enduring epithet “yellow journalism,”and a breakthrough in applying half-tone technology in daily newspapers. It also
wus the year when a choice between rival visions for the future of American journalism crystallized between the activist ethos of the New
York Journal and the detached, fact-based antithesis of that genre, the New York Times.

en the American Newspaper Publishers’ Association con-
vened its annual meeting in New York City in February
1897, the agenda included questions such as: “Should a
newspaper furnish members of the editorial staff with stationery
supplies, especially lead pencils?” Do typewriters “lower the literary
grade of work done by reporters?” and “What is the rule in regard to
paying car fare for reporters on the local staff of newspapers?”! While
offermg aglimpse into late nineteenth-century journalism, the top-
ics’ were inadvertently deceptive. They contained no hint 1897 was
unfolding as an important moment of transition in American jour-
nalism, and they offered scant allusion to the convergence of events
and forces that would make this journalism’s exceptional year.
Eighteen ninety-seven was the year of publication of the most
famous editorial’ in American journalism, the New York Sun’s time-
less “Ts There a Santa Claus?™ It was the year when “yellow journal-
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ism” first appeared in print, a sneering pejorative that was swiftly
diffused in the American press, and it brought a breakthrough in the
use of half-tone photographs in main sections of large-circulation
newspapers,’ a development that recast the appearance of daily Ameri-
can newspapers. It was the year of “jail-breaking journalism,” accord-
ing to the Chicago Times-Herald,* when William Randolph Hearst’s
New York Journal organized the rescue of a female political prisoner in
Havana during Cuba’s insurrection against Spanish rule. It also was
the year, some scholars say, of the first modern reference to “public
relations”—in the Yearbook of Railway Literature! And it was the year
when cinema was emergent® and when a motion picture camera was
first taken to war,” and it marked the origin of the Katzenjammer
Kids, now America’s longest-running newspaper comic.

But more significantly, it was when a choice would crystallize
between rival and incompatible visions or paradigms for the future
of American journalism—a choice between the self-activated, partici-
patory ethos of Hearst’s yellow journalism and the detached, sober
antithesis of that genre, as represented by the New York Timesand its
lofty commitment to “All the News That’s Fit to Print.” Resolution
of this clash of paradigms would take years and result ultimately in
rejection of Hearst-style activism. But in 1897, the choice was clearly
laid down.

That all of those developments!! were rooted in 1897 suggests
more than coincidence; they signal the critical nature of the year asa
remarkable if little-recognized transitory moment in American jour-
nalism. Tentatively perhaps, journalists in 1897 sensed that signifi-
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