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COLONIAL NEWSPAPERS

During the colonial period,
New York printer John Peter

Zenger was arrested for
seditious libel. He eventually
won his case, which
established the precedent that
today allows U.S. journalists
and citizens to criticize public
officials. In this 1734 issue,
Zenger's New-York Weekly
Journal reported his own
arrest and the burning of the
paper by the city’s “Common
Hangman.”
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The Penny Press Era: Newspapers
Become Mass Media

By the late 1820s, the average :mi.m
was sold through yearly subscriptions _
Because that price was more than a week’s s \
ers, newspaper readers were mostly affluent. By the 1¢ .
the Industrial Revolution made possible the replacement of mﬁ.um:mmé
handmade paper with cheaper machine-made wwvw«. During E.a time,
the rise of the middle class spurred the growth of _;.mwwn%‘ setting the
stage for a more popular and inclusive press. In waa::.v:. U«mmwgaocmrm
in technology, particularly the replacement of mechanical presses by
steam-powered presses, permitted publishers to produce as many as
four thousand newspapers an hour, which lowered the cost of newspa-
pers. Penny papers soon began competing with six-cent papers. Thoy gh
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priced at ten to twelve dollars,
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subscriptions remained the preferred sales tool of many penny papers, they began relying
increasingly on daily street sales of individual copies.

Day and the New York Sun

In 1833, printer Benjamin Day founded the New York Sun with no subscriptions and the price
set at one penny. The Sun—whose slogan was “It shines for all”—highlighted local events,
scandals, police reports, and serialized stories. Like today’s supermarket tabloids, the Sun
fabricated stories, including the infamous moon hoax, which reported “scientific” evidence of
life on the moon. Within six months, the Sun’s lower price had generated a circulation of eight
thousand, twice that of its nearest New York competitor.

The Sun’s success initiated a wave of penny papers that favored human-interest stories:
news accounts that focus on the daily trials and triumphs of the human condition, often

featuring ordinary individuals facing extraordinary challenges. These kinds of stories reveal
journalism’s ties to literary traditions, such as the archetypal conflicts between good and

evil, normal and deviant, or individuals and institutions. Today,
in everyday feature stories that chronicle the lives of rem
that details the daily work of police and the misadventur

these themes can be found
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Bennett and the New York Morning Herald
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