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New Year’s Resolutions

By Wm. David Sloan ©

David Sloan, a professor emeritus from the University of Alabama, is the author/editor of
more than forty books and is a recipient of the American Journalism Historians As -
sociation’s Kobre Award for lifetime achievement and of a variety of other awards.

© 2018. The author owns the copyright to this essay.

My father said people shouldn’t have to make NewYear’s resolutions. His idea was that we must live ina way that we have no need to make major changesin behavior from year to year. “If you have to makea New Year’s resolution,” he told us, “you’re not do -ing what you should the rest of the year.”Of course, his view might seem peculiar to mostpeople. But, of course, he didn’t think that mostpeople kept most of the resolutions they made any-way. Some resolutions, though, are easier to keep than others. Here’s asampling:
“Write out everything I did last night and then add the word ‘stop.’”“My resolution is to work on my low self-esteem, but I don’t think Ican do it.”“My new year’s resolution is that donuts have no calories.”“Stop exercising, because it’s such a waste of time.”“Use more deodorant and do less laundry.”
No matter what my father or people with high hopes say on
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January 1, every JMC historian needs to ask whether he or she needs tomake a New Year’s resolution to contribute more. So here, at the beginning of 2018, is a challenge: If you would liketo see the study of JMC history improve, what will you resolve to do thisyear to make it better? What will you do to improve its vitality? To raiseits status in the JMC curriculum? Are you content with the view of JMC history among your depart-ment colleagues? Or are you concerned? What will you do about it?Are you already doing so well in your own work and in promotingJMC history that you don’t need to do anything else? Or is there some-thing you can do better?
Historiography begins this new year resolved to continue to try to doour part. We plan to publish articles of exceptional quality written bysome of the best historians in our field. We think we are off to a good start with this first issue of 2018. Webegin with an essay by Jim Startt addressing the issue of the extent towhich history and the social sciences are compatible. For our round-table, Bruce Evensen has organized a discussion among prominent his-torians on the idea of “American exceptionalism.” For our Q&A with awinner of the Kobre Award for lifetime achievement, we interviewedKitty Endres, the most recent (2017) recipient. Finally, for our Q&Awith a book-award winner, we interviewed Tom Hrach. His book The

Riot Re port and the News received the American Journalism HistoriansAssoci a tion’s 2017 award for the year’s outstanding book.Like you, we want to see JMC history practiced with the higheststandards. Even though we agree with what my father told his children,we think everyone should try every year to do better than in the previ-ous year.

Sloan
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In the study of history, scholars often raise theques tion of whether there is a compatible relation-ship between history and the social sciences and,more recently, the behavioral sciences. In masscom munication, where the social and behavioralsciences play such a large role, the question seemsto be ever present.History and the social sciences certainly sharea number of common interests. Both historians andsocial scientists study the past — or, more precise-ly, they study things in the past. They both deal with analysis, explana-tion, and generalization. Both employ method in their work, aim forprecision, and are concerned with the verification of conclusionsreached. However, they tend to go about these tasks in different ways,and the tasks themselves do not necessarily mean the same thing to onegroup as they do to the other. By methodology, for instance, an histori-an usually has something quite different in mind than a social scientist.Consequently, distinctions between them can be blurred.To make matters more confusing, some historians think of them-selves as social scientists, particularly, but by no means exclusively,
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History and the Social Sciences

By James D. Startt ©

James D. Startt, a Senior Research Professor in history at the Valparaiso University, has
written a number of books about President Woodrow Wilson and is a recipient of the
AJHA’s Kobre Award for lifetime achievement.

© 2018. The author owns the copyright to this essay.
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those interested in social history. On the other hand, many social scien-tists think of themselves as behavioralists. Social scientists do not com-pose a monolithic group. Some of their scholarly interests are more tra-ditional than they are behavioralist. The various disciplines of the socialsciences continue to define and redefine themselves. So does history.What then are the differences? In answering that question we must keep in mind the variety ofinterests found among social scientists and the diversity of the defini-tions of their individual disciplines. It is, consequently, only fair tospeak of tendencies in much of their work and how they differ fromthose found among historians — who are by no means of one mind re -garding the nature of their discipline. Some social scientists, for in -stance, tend to think of themselves as scientists. The tendency is mostpronounced among behavioralists.Do historians think of history as a science? The question is, ofcourse, an old one that takes us back to nineteenth-century debatesabout the nature of history.It is correct enough to think of history as a science if science isloosely construed to mean a rational investigation in which generaliza-tions will be advanced based on evidence and if it is thought of as astudy that is concerned with establishing truth. Scientists, however, canexperiment in a laboratory and subject experiments to a type of verifi-cation impossible for historians to use. The scientist seeks laws. His -torians hope to generalize, and their generalizations are usually quali-fied.Scientists can measure, but measurement is not always within theprovince of historians. Can historians measure the impact that a war, arevolution, or an idea made upon the mind of someone or some groupof people who lived in times past? The scientist deals with prediction,but history is not predictive in nature. Historians do not claim that theirstudy of the past allows them to predict the future. They study what
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people have done, thus helping one to understand what people can do,but they do not predict what people will do.A scientist can observe data objectively. Historians are objective,too, but they are also frequently subjective. They become involved inthe past as they endeavor to understand the mood of a time or thenature of someone’s personality or many other intangible matters. The material of history concerns matters — such as cultural forces,social contexts, and human hopes and fears — that are simply differentfrom those of the scientist. It yields a different type of understandingthan that which scientist seek. So historians differ from scientists —and also from social scientists to the degree that the latter tend to thinkof themselves as scientists.In fact, differences between social scientists and historians arenumerous. Consider the following statement made in explanation of thestudy of political behavior by the political scientist David Easton.“There are,” he contended, “discoverable uniformities in political be -havior. These can be expressed in generalizations or theories with ex -planatory and predictive value.”1 Such a study of political behavior,indeed, would be scientific, but it would have little to do with an histor-ical inquiry. Easton, of course, did not speak for all political scientists,nor does the present writer express the opinion of all historians. Butthe thrust of Easton’s comment does underscore a definite differencethat exists.In addition and in contrast to historians, social scientists tend to bemore interested in constructing models, in quantification, in factor an -alysis, in establishing regularities they perceive present in their data, inlinking together theory and research, and in using the past to substan-tiate theories offered in explanation of social concepts. Historians, onthe other hand, study particular things in the past. More than social sci-entists, they place great stress on original sources and on narrative intheir studies; and unlike social scientists, they accept intuitive insight

History and the Social Sciences
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as a viable element in their inquiry. More than social scientists, they tryto position themselves at some point in the past and to grasp howsomething or someone appeared from that perspective.Perhaps most of all, the understanding they seek differs from thatwhich social scientists seek. As the historian John Lukacs points out,history is about human understanding and that “is a matter of quality,not quantity.... The purpose of [human] understanding differs from thescientific purpose of certainty, and of accuracy.... Human understandingof other human beings is always, and necessarily, imperfect.”2 Yet, ac -quisition of knowledge about real people who once lived and en gagedlife lies at the core of the purpose of history.Any consideration of how history relates to the humanities andsocial sciences and where it should be positioned is useful. It helps tosharpen one’s understanding of the nature of history and helps to de -fine what history can and cannot do. The novice tackling a serious his-torical investigation for the first time would be well advised to read afew of the better known statements on the subject by historians.3History is sometimes perceived as one of the humanities and some-times as one of the social sciences since it contains elements of both artand science. But is such a hybrid definition correct? Both science andart were known when Herodotus and Thucydides wrote. Yet theythought of their investigations as unique studies. As we have previouslyseen, history has a number of distinguishing characteristics. They areall clues to its separate identity. The renowned English historian R. G.Collingwood once observed that the “prime duty of the historian” isfound in “a willingness to bestow infinite pains on discovering what ac -tually happened.”4The object of that discovery is some particular subject of the past.History, it should be remembered, is the study of human deeds. It isabout real human beings who lived in the past, their lives and sayings,successes and accomplishments, and their sufferings and failures. It is
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also about particular events and movements and the change that occurswithin them.Since no other study of the human experience has these hallmarks,one can conclude that history can be distinguished from other types ofinvestigations. It can be understood as an autonomous and unique ap -proach to the past.
NOTES1 David Easton, A Framework for Political Analysis (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.:Prentice Hall, Inc., 1965), 7.2 John Lukacs, At the End of an Age (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,2002), 55.3 Among the better books on the subject are the following: Joyce Appleby,Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob, Telling the Truth About History (New York: W.W. Norton, 1994); G. Kitson Clark, The Critical Historian (New York: Basic Books,Inc., 1967); G. R. Elton, The Practice of History (New York: Thomas Y. CrowellCompany, 1967); Eric Hobsbawn, On History (New York: The New Press, 1997);H. Stuart Hughes, History As Art and As Science (New York: Harper and Row,Publishers, 1964); and Arthur Marwick, The Nature of History (London: Mac -millan and Co., LTD., 1970).4 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (London: Clarendon Press, 1946;reprinted, London: Oxford University Press, 1956), 55.
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This roundtabIe examines the role of the journalism
historian in chronicling the idea of “American excep-
tionalism.” American exceptionalism holds that
Amer  icans aren’t anything special but that the na -
tion’s founding documents testify to an exceptional
ideal, based on individual rights that aim at personal
empowerment. Barely seven years ago, four in five
Americans told Gallup pollsters that U. S. history and
its Constitution gave the United States a “unique
character” and made it “the greatest country in the

world.” Three years later, Pew researchers found that two in three
Americans over 65 believed America was “exceptional” but only one in
three under 34 did. Hilde Eliassen Restad, author of American Excep -

tionalism: An Idea that Made America and Remade the World (2017),
wonders whether we are coming to “the end of American Exception al -
ism.”

This roundtable brings together scholars who happen to be associ-
ated with the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Jeff Smith and Dave Nord
received their doctoral degrees from the university’s mass communica-

Volume 4 (2018). Number 1 9

Historical Roundtable:
Historians and American Exceptionalism

By Bruce Evensen, Dave Nord, 
Jeff Smith, and Steve Vaughn ©

© 2018. The authors own the copyright to this essay.
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EDITOR’S NOTE: Historiography published an essay by Bruce Evensen aboutAmerican exceptionalism in September 2017 (Volume 3, No. 5). You can find itat this link: http://history-jmc.com/Home.html
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tion program just before I did, and Steve Vaughn has been a leading jour-
nalism historian at Madison for a number of years. 

Evensen: What would you say has been and should be the role of jour-nalism historians in the creation and maintenance of a civil society? By“civil society” I mean America as a community of citizens linked by acommonly understood collective past and common interests that uniteus moving forward. Franklin Roosevelt thought this common past madeAmerica a nation of “second chances.” Its bedrock wereFour Freedoms which he hoped one day all the worldmight know — freedom of speech, freedom of worship,freedom from want, and freedom from fear.

Evensen, Nord, Smith, Vaughn
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Bruce Evensen is a professor of communication at DePaul University.
He has written a number of books, including Truman, Palestine and
the Press: Shaping Conventional Wisdom at the Beginning of the Cold
War and When Dempsey Fought Tunney: Heroes, Hokum and
Storytelling in the Jazz Age.

Dave Nord is professor emeritus of journalism at Indiana University.
He is the author of Communities of Journalism: a History of
American Newspapers and Their Readers (2001) and Faith in
Reading: Religious Publishing and the Birth of Mass Media in
America, 1790-1860 (2004). He is also co-editor of The Enduring
Book: Print Culture in Postwar America (2009). 

Jeff Smith is emeritus professor at the University of Wisconsin-Mil -
waukee and has written Printers and Press Freedom: the Ideology of
Early American Journalism (1988), Franklin and Bache: Imagining
the Enlightened Republic (1990), and War & Press Freedom: the Prob -
lem of Prerogative Power (1999). 

Steve Vaughn is the author of Holding Fast the Inner Lines: De -
mocracy, Nationalism and the Committee on Public Information
(1980) and Ronald Reagan in Hollywood: Movies and Politics (2004).
He also edited The Vital Past: Writings on the Uses of History (1985)
and Encyclopedia of American Journalism (2008)
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Recent polling indicates Americans know little of our common his-tory and even less about the role journalism plays in preserving, pro-tecting, and defending what George Washington called “the destiny ofthe Republican model of Government.”
Nord: I disagree with George Washington. Washington was right aboutmany things, but he was wrong about “destiny.” He and other founderstalked about destiny because they wanted their story to be true, andthey sought to make it true by declaring it true. They called their novelclaims about government self-evident truths. They spoke of their owninterests as common interests. They linked their Enlightenment philos-ophy to nature and nature’s God. This was political work. The standardversion of American history, taught in schools and vivified in the publicsphere, is this 200-year-old story of American destiny, shared values,and common interests. It is a history the founders would approvebecause they wrote it and bequeathed it to us, their descendents. Butour job is not to ratify the histories that have come down to us from thepast; it is to treat those histories as we would treat any historical docu-ments, as human creations. So, does it make sense to speak of America’s “common interests”?I’m skeptical. In my view, common interests are those interests thathave been declared common by interests that have the power to do so.The United States has been too diverse — in geography, politics, class,race, gender, religion, and many other cultural fundamentals — for theidea of “common interests” to have much meaning beyond politics. If ahistory is “commonly understood,” it’s because it has been made so bypeople who hold political and cultural power. What about “shared values,” such as Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms —or the concept of freedom in general? Are there commonly sharedAmerican values? Perhaps. But Americans have always understood —and experienced — American values quite differently. For example, in
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his recent book The Common Cause, Robert Parkinson explores the jour-nalism of the Revolutionary War era in a novel and compelling way. TheAmerican colonials were hopelessly divided in their economic andpolitical interests, but they could be united in their shared fears of alienmachinations fomented by the British. So patriot newspapers regaledtheir readers with news of conspiracy and treason. Significantly, theperpetrators were always alien others. “It was a perfect convergence,”Parkinson writes. “Stories of slave ‘insurrections,’ Indian ‘massacres,’and Hessian ‘atrocities’ became as much a part of the news of theRevolutionary War as the battles of Saratoga and Yorktown.” This kindof storytelling, which appears also in the Declaration of Independence’sdenunciation of “domestic insurrectionists” and “merciless savages,”per sisted long after the war ended. It became a “founding narrative.”Indeed, it became the basis for uniting the country as a white man’srepublic.Does Parkinson’s history suggest shared American values? Yes. Butthese are values rooted in fear, outrage, and racial tribalism. Obviously,this is not the history revered in public memory or taught in schoolcivics classes. Yet the elements of it are found in America’s historicnewspapers, everywhere and in profusion. I believe it is the job of jour-nalism historians to recover these elements and to shape them intouseful histories for our time. 
Smith: Journalism historians can discuss how early Americans thoughtthat the press and education could help to prevent the kind of declinesand falls other nations had experienced. The founders turned to jour-nalists, as Jefferson did, or wrote for the press themselves, like Madisonand Hamilton. They expected the contending interests described inMadi son’s “The Federalist No. 10” and worried that political partieswould act selfishly and hinder independent judgment, but hoped thatAmerica’s democracy could be self-repairing enough for survival and

Evensen, Nord, Smith, Vaughn
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progress. Scholarship on the concept of civil society, as shown by the collec-tion of essays edited by Michael Edwards, points out that core valuesare contested in nations like ours that have norm diversity and compet-ing visions, but that people can come together in common cause toaddress a crisis. Otherwise, various conditions can limit civic participa-tion in democratic negotiation, consensus building, and cooperativeaction. News organizations may or may not be useful in helping citizensto connect and address what they think is in the public interest. Democracy allows ideas and activities that may or may not be justor practical. Research with some sophistication about media processesand freedoms can add to understandings of how our system has per-formed in the past. The press has played a part in how civil society hashandled deeply divisive issues such as independence, slavery, suffrage,prohibition, civil rights, and war. Journalism historians are in a goodposition to discuss how concerns and possible solutions are madeknown and how connections exist between communication and theforces at work in the nation, forces that can produce diverse outlooksand divisive results. Today we do not necessarily accept the E Pluribus Unum part of ourcivil religion. Political parties are locked in partisan conflict and manycitizens are angry, discouraged, or ignorant. The latest American Psy -chological Association survey on stress says that the state of the nationis our biggest worry. The past tells us that frictions and follies can beexpected in free nations where rights are used and abused. MartinLuther King Jr. and others have told us, though, that we can bend histo-ry toward more peace and justice if we support our ideals. 
Vaughn: Historians play an important role in helping us to understandour collective past as well as in helping us to appreciate the importantcontributions that journalism makes to our way of life. Helping stu-
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dents and the public learn about their history is a perennial problem.Today, the historian’s job is especially important. It is a paradox of ourage that we live in a time when we have access to more good historiesand more historical documentation than ever before. We have unprece-dented ability to record our generation’s history as well as the events ofour own personal lives. Yet we often hear it said that we live in a cultureof “historical amnesia.” Our modern media and entertainment industries have made it pos-sible to construct in print, film, TV, and the Internet many differentcompeting versions of the past. The vast majority of the histories pre-sented in modern media are not of good quality. Many are little morethan fictitious recreations of history that contribute to creating whatthe literary scholar Andreas Huyssen calls “imagined memories.” In ourmodern media environment, where we are inundated with false, ormisleading, historical images and stories, it should not be surprisingthat so many of our citizens seem to have a poor understanding of ourreal past, nor should it be surprising that there is so much disagree-ment over the question of whether or not we have a shared, commonpast. The emphasis on speed, combined with the devotion to findingunique and interesting stories, Canadian scholar Harold A. Innis told hisstudents, has created an “obsession with present-mindedness” and apre disposition in Western societies to celebrate “the life of themoment.” That attitude had also strongly influenced the direction ofscholarly research, he said. Even historians, lamented Oron James Haleduring World War II, had turned their attention to very recent historyand neglected the deeper past. This way of thinking was damaging tosociety, the literary scholar Eric A. Havelock believed, because “we livein a mood of the here and now.” A growing number of scholars havepointed to the influence of television and how it involved us in whatMarshall McLuhan called “an all-inclusive nowness.” Television, as well
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as film and other new media, shaped and legitimized our ideas abouthistory, wrote the art historian Brandon Taylor in 1987, and pre sentthe past as “an endless reserve of equal events,” often shown with littleor no context. Historian and media theorist James Carey concluded thatthe fragmented information found in modern media had re placed logi-cal narrative, isolating readers from the past and impoverishing theirsense of history.We know even less about the influence of computers, the Internet,and the many new social media that have emerged since the 1980s.Computer time, according to one study, rejects the limitations imposedby historical consciousness and treats the past as “formless, timelessdata, taking on new meaning every time” it is incorporated into a newprogram. Recent studies argue that the Internet and new social mediamay actually weaken our long-term memories and engulf us in a sea oftrivial information. The good historian can help us see the larger pic-ture and discern what is important from what might be ephemeral. It isthe well-informed historian who can help place our daily news into thelarger sweep of truly significant historical events and to separate soundhistory from that which is spurious. 
Evensen: In The Idea of America: Reflections on the Birth of the United

States, Pulitzer Prize winning historian Gordon Wood maintains Amer -ica’s “belief in liberty, equality, constitutionalism, and the well being ofordinary people came out of the revolutionary era. So too,” he adds,“did our idea that we Americans are a special people with a special des-tiny to lead the world toward liberty and democracy.” Other historiansdeprecate this “folk theory of American democracy.” Donald Pease de -scribes it as a “fantasy.” David Noble has suggested scrapping studies ofwhat makes America distinctive in exchange for “post-nationalistAmerican studies.”What do your work and the work of other journalism historians
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contribute to our understanding of America’s central story?
Nord: In an earlier book, Gordon Wood linked those lines about Amer -icans being “a special people with a special destiny” to Abraham Lincolnduring the Civil War, when he was desperately trying to boost north-erners’ flagging commitment to the union. Later in The Idea of America,Wood does associate those lines with “our culture.” These beliefs, hewrites, are “our highest aspirations and noblest values.” I agree. But inpolitics and public memory, America’s aspirations and values are oftenmistaken for an actual, providential history of American exceptional-ism. Wood does not make this mistake himself. He knows, as all histori-ans do, that aspirations and values, like destiny, are not history.However, if the adjective “special” (separated from “destiny”) istaken to mean simply “what makes America distinctive,” then I see arole for serious historians doing real history, including journalism his-tory. In recent years, many historians have grown wary of the narrowprovincialism of national histories. Some of the best current scholar-ship focuses on supranational themes such as Atlantic history or Pacifichistory or the history of capitalism. But, of course, nations do have his-tories, and those histories are distinctive in particular ways. In otherwords, all nations are special, in the sense that we tell our children, allour children, that they are special. Certain species of journalism in the past were ignored as insignifi-cant eddies in the flow of history. They were not part of the “centralstory.” That has changed. Historians today are much more interested ininstitutions and practitioners of journalism outside the mainstream:women, African Americans, Indians, religious groups, not-for-profit or -ganizations, fringe political movements, etc. All of these former cul-de-sacs have been rerouted into the “central story” of journalism history,as they have been in all of American history. 
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Smith: A theme of my book Franklin and Bache: Envisioning the En -

lightened Republic is that early American leaders and journaliststhought that democracy has to depend on individual virtue and publicspirit rather than rely on rulers or rigid ideologies for human progress.The idea was that people would have to work for themselves and thecommunity to make self-government successful. Opponents of monar-chy and political misdirection said that patriotism would need to berefreshed from time to time by going back to the moralized language ofwhat Thomas Paine called “first principles.”Journalism historians can note that the revolutionary generationcould prefer free expression over fair expression. Benjamin Franklinused propaganda and phony news to make arguments. His grandsonBenjamin Franklin Bache edited a newspaper that attacked the fitnessand character of the first two presidents. Individuals could then, asnow, sue for false statements damaging to their personal reputations,but the government was prohibited from making any law abridgingfreedom of the press.My War and Press Freedom: the Problem of Prerogative Power bookpoints out that suppression can be unjust, unconstitutional, and un -wise. When the Federalists responded to supposed foreign threats bypassing the Sedition Act of 1798 and jailed journalists for their opin-ions, their party went into a death spiral. The First Amendment pro-tects the clash of ideas, including awful ones, rather than power struc-tures or personal feelings. Recent Supreme Court cases usually get thatright. We now often lack common beliefs and much commitment to thecommon good, but we should be able to agree that human rights haveto be protected. 
Evensen: Late in life Benjamin Franklin asserted he hoped America’sexperiment in democracy would be extended to every country. “Godgrant that not only the love of liberty,” the old man wrote, “but a thor-
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ough knowledge of the rights of man may pervade all the nations of theearth, so that a philosopher may set his foot anywhere on its surfaceand say, ‘This is my country!’”Other historians have not shared Franklin’s enthusiasm in export-ing America’s noble experiment. Godfrey Hodgson has argued, “A large-ly imagined exceptional America” is a dangerous form of self-praise“that seems to justify, even demand, domination.” Andrew Bacevichgoes further, arguing the use of American power “as an instrument toreshape the global order” has inevitably led to “the end of American ex -ceptionalism.”What has your work and the work of other journalism historianscontributed to our understanding of the global implications of“American exceptionalism”?
Nord: Two words in this question suggest two dramatically differentavenues for the internationalization of American values. Godfrey Hodg -son and Andrew Bacevich speak of “power”; Ben Franklin speaks of“knowledge.”In the early nineteenth century, the most important values export-ed by the United States through the exercise of state power — eitherdiplomacy or military force — were the rights to private property andfree trade. These values guided American foreign policy, including ter-ritorial expansion and the assertion of American hegemony in theWestern Hemisphere. Significantly, both were thoroughly entwinedwith human slavery. Next to land, slaves were the most valuable formof private property and were crucial to U.S. foreign trade. After the ter-ror of the French Revolution and the success of the slave rebellion inHaiti, white Americans were less eager than Benjamin Franklin hadbeen in 1789 to export notions of liberty, equality, and the rights of manif those rights strayed beyond private property and commerce. Soproperty rights and freedom of commerce remained the primary values
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projected by American diplomacy and power over the next two cen-turies. Of course, this constricted understanding of American values wasnot what Franklin had in mind. Like Franklin, many Americans in everyera after the Revolution believed that “a thorough knowledge of therights of man” meant much more than freedom of the seas or the rightto own property in slaves. Always there was profound disagreement.The expansion of slavery through the dispossession of lands held byeastern Indians, the annexation of Texas, and the Mexican-AmericanWar pleased many Americans but outraged others. Journalism historyis an excellent venue for assessing the values that Americans deemedworthy or unworthy of export via state-sanctioned power. That’sbecause newspapers in this country have always been organs of poli-tics, and while different political interests in America spoke the samewords, they meant utterly different things. So, too, newspapers. Forevery newspaper that held up the concept of “liberty” as an obviousindictment of slavery, many more understood “liberty” to be the bul-wark of property rights, including the right to property in slaves. On the other hand, how American values have been circulated as“knowledge,” rather than as a projection of power, is a different story.When Americans have simply published their values, leaving their for-eign readers to interpret them in their own way, they have generatedmuch more enthusiasm than saber-rattling and gunboat diplomacyhave produced. Years ago when I worked on the Journal of American

History, we published a special issue with more than a dozen articles byforeign scholars of U.S. history on the translation and reception of theDeclaration of Independence abroad. My memory of this project is sim-ilar to Ben Franklin’s in 1789: Many people around the world have readthe words of the American founding, in translations understandable tothem, and said, “This is my country.”
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Smith: Early Americans were conscious of being able to promote liber-ty with publications that reached across time and space. One reasonmany Americans were willing to try what they regarded as an experi-ment in freedom was that they had suffered violations of reveredAnglo-American rights. Their Declaration of Independence, a printedstatement to the world, briefly refers to basic principles of happinessand safety before providing a long list of complaints about British re -pression. The Constitution provided an influential model of making thepeople the ultimate authority and saying that they have to be left aloneunless officials have adequate reasons and processes. My book Printers

and Press Freedom: the Ideology of Early American Journalism arguesthat Enlightenment outlooks on individual liberty and limited govern-ment were taken seriously. If the people are the sovereigns, then thenotion that they can be punished for criticizing government does nothold up. The successes of the American experiment have provided some in -spiration for other countries. Franklin, a journalist, inventor, andstates man who was perceived as a prime example of what a free andenlightened person could accomplish, became a popular culture ce -lebrity in prerevolutionary France. A century later the French built a450,000-pound, copper-clad statue for America named “Liberty En -lightening the World.” Of course, we also have the story of stingyAmericans not providing a pedestal for the Statue of Liberty untilJoseph Pulitzer’s newspaper campaigned to raise the money. Politicians of both major parties still call America an exceptionaland indispensible nation. By the measures of prosperity, a willingnessto sacrifice for important principles at crucial times, and developmentsin knowledge of all kinds, the country has performed remarkably well.Historians should acknowledge the roles that the media have played inall that has happened. If respect for the United States has been waningaround the world, we could ask ourselves what could be going wrong.
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George Washington’s Farewell Address, written for newspaper publica-tion in 1796 and ceremonially read every year in Congress, warnsabout the “baneful effects of the spirit of party” that include animosi-ties, false alarms, and opportunities for “foreign influence and corrup-tion” and for “cunning, ambitious and unprincipled men.” The addressalso cautions against “overgrown military establishments.” Today, withan Amer ican military presence in more than 170 nations, we spendenormous sums on defense while cutting other programs.
Vaughn: The questions about Americans being “a special people with aspecial destiny” and American exceptionalism both deal with aspects ofAmerican nationalism. Americans are not unique in believing that theyhave a special destiny. It is well to remember that nationalism was anunderlying cause of both the First and Second World Wars. During World War I, the journalist George Creel led the Americanpropaganda effort and brought into his Committee on Public Infor -mation (CPI) other journalists as well as academics, filmmakers, artists,and advertisers. Many of these people saw the war as an opportunity toexpand Americanism globally or, to “make the world safe for democra-cy.” For Creel and others, democracy, patriotism, and Americanismwere synonymous and constituted a secular religion. Despite their in -tentions, their work had unintended consequences. Truth was a casual-ty. The journalist Arthur Bullard, who helped create the CPI, announcedthat “Truth and Falsehood” were “arbitrary terms” and there was“noth ing in experience to tell us one is always preferable to the other.The force of an idea,” he said, lay “in its inspirational value” and notwhether it was true or false. The CPI’s advertising professionals en -couraged the idea that people were irrational and easily manipulated,not the thoughtful citizens that democracy required. The CPI’s zealouspromotion of the war and its intolerance of the war’s critics contributedto an atmosphere of anti-democratic cynicism after the Armistice.
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During World War II and the early Cold War, Ronald Reagan’s expe-rience with Warner Bros. and the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) was an un -derestimated formative period for the future U.S. president. TheWarners, who were Jews from Eastern Europe and who were alarmedby rampant anti-Semitism, turned their films (including several involv-ing Reagan) toward promoting American preparedness well before thewar began. They discovered that patriotic movies were both popularand profitable. With the Warners, and more generally with Hollywood,patriotism was often combined with opportunism. After the war, in anera of political blacklisting, Reagan became president of SAG, and EricJohnston, who was the president of the Motion Picture Association ofAmerica, became influential in Reagan’s world. He advocated usingAmerican movies to promote free enterprise during the Cold War andReagan came to share his views as he turned more conservative politi-cally and began to hone his skills as an orator. One of Reagan’s favoritespeeches was “America the Beautiful.” Reagan’s later efforts as U. S.President to bring about a pa triotic revival, build up America’s military,and lead a resurgence of capitalism against Soviet communism wereconsistent with his early years in Hollywood. In these endeavors, theideas of American exceptionalism and America’s destiny became inter-twined with entertainment and advertising in new and compellingways.These two wars offer lessons about national destiny and exception-alism. One is to realize that the tenor and tone of our patriotism is im -portant. Many veterans of World War II, including my father, foundFDR’s Four Freedoms to be inspiring. His patriotism was resolute butre spectful of others, and he believed, as I do, that exploiting patriotismmerely for profit or political gain is dangerous and reprehensible.Another lesson is that our actions, whatever our intentions, are likely tohave unforeseen consequences. During World War I, people from pro-gressive backgrounds genuinely believed that their efforts would im -
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prove the lives of millions worldwide. However, others saw the war asa laboratory in which to experiment on how best to manipulate opinionby appealing to fear and other primal instincts. Future propagandistsand leaders in the fields of persuasion carried forward this research.Finally, history can show us how our own time, while similar to thepast, may also be different. Many began World War I still grounded in -tellectually in the nineteenth century and failed to recognize how theIndustrial Revolution had transformed modern warfare. World War IIbegan on the other side of a scientific revolution that would transformwarfare yet again. With the advent of nuclear weapons in 1945, a newera opened that assured that another world war would be exponential-ly more damaging to civilization than anything in the past.
Evensen: On November 4, 2008. President-elect Barack Obama told hissupporters in Chicago’s Grant Park and millions more watching on tel-evision or over the internet that “if there’s anyone out there who stilldoubts that America is a place where all things are possible, who stillwonders if the dream of our fathers is alive in our time, who still ques-tions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.”What has been the role of journalism historians in telling this storyof individual empowerment based on inalienable rights embedded inthe story and struggle of America’s role in human history?
Nord: President Barack Obama walked a fine line whenever he spokeof American exceptionalism. His soaring rhetoric about America as “aplace where all things are possible” often seemed too sanguine. His sup-porters sometimes urged him to speak more forcefully about racism,for example. But when he criticized America or America’s historicalrecord, he was often denounced as un-American. Obama may havewalked the fine line best in his 2015 speech in Selma, Alabama, com-memorating the “Bloody Sunday” civil rights march of 1965. In that
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speech he affirmed the classic narrative of America’s highest aspira-tions and noblest values. He quoted the Declaration of Independenceand the Constitution; he spoke of self-evident truths and inalienablerights. But unlike George Washington, Obama evoked “destiny” only todeny it. The language of American exceptionalism, he said, is “a livingthing, a call to action, a roadmap for citizenship and an insistence on thecapacity of free men and women to shape our own destiny.” Themarchers in 1965 were beaten and denounced as un-American and un -patriotic. But they persisted. “What greater expression of faith in theAmerican experiment than this,” Obama asked, “what greater form ofpatriotism is there than the belief that America is not yet finished, thatwe are strong enough to be self-critical, that each successive generationcan look upon our imperfections and decide that it is in our power toremake this nation to more closely align with our highest ideals? ... Weknow America is what we make of it.”History, too, is what we make of it. And journalism offers espe-cially good materials for fashioning an American history in all itscomplexity, all its grandeur and squalor, all its quotidian contin-gency. It’s all there in the newspapers. In the end, the historian’stask is to show how everything we believe, value, or think we knowabout the past is a human creation — first imagined by a humanmind in the past and now reimagined by us. Neither histories nor fu -tures are predestined. Rights are not inalienable. Truths are notself-evident. These things are made so by human choice, effort, andsometimes accident. Obama believed — and, on sunny days, histori-ans usually do, too — that the relativity, the malleability of history,should not frighten us into nihilism but should inspire us to demo-cratic action. 
Smith: The United States has become a very rich and powerful nationwith its principles and its freedoms, but can have perplexing social, eco-
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nomic, and political divisions. A highly individualistic culture thatemphasizes the pursuit of happiness is likely to have media portrayalswith a striking mix of triumphs and troubles. Americans have a long listof significant accomplishments, but if our rates of poverty and gunhomicide are any indication, we can be our own worst enemies. Jour -nalism history demonstrates that the press can perform difficult andsometimes dangerous tasks that may help energize movements forprogress on basic human needs and rights. James Madison liked the idea of newspapers printing competingperspectives. However, the institutional press, as Silas Bent and WillardG. Bleyer said during the inter-war years, can settle comfortably intoturning out standardized content. The best journalists are smart, civil,morally engaged, and able to put us in touch with unfamiliar people andplaces. Our knowledge of the world can be deepened by listening betterand by trying to understand how others feel and reason. Better choicesmay be made when educators and journalists do their jobs well.
Vaughn: A commitment to inalienable rights is important whether webelieve them to be handed down by God or are merely “useful fictions”that we, as humans, have created. The term, of course, brings to mindthe words of the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these Truths tobe self-evident, that all Men are created equal, that they are endowedby their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these areLife, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.” Government, which derivesits authority from the consent of the governed, is established to protectthose rights. It is important that we have a sound, clear-eyed under-standing of how these ideas and the government created after theAmerican revolution came about. In this regard, civic education, intelli-gently conceived, is important. If we abandon our commitment to theserights, then what defense does the individual have against those whowield unbridled wealth and power?
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We know, thanks to historians, that at the outset these inalienablerights were essentially for white males who owned property. Women,African Americans, Native Americans, and others were excluded. In ournational histories, the pasts of these people were also excluded. Duringthe past half century, historians have brought these neglected storiesinto the mainstream, and in so doing they have helped to expand thenumber of people who can now share in what should be the basic rightsof every American. History suggests that such rights are fragile. Authoritarianism,racism, sexism, and income disparity are a few of the persistent threats.My interest in the history of new technologies suggests another danger.A growing body of scholarship argues that we may be on the thresholdof changing what it means to be human through the application of acombination of artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, prosthetics,and pharmaceuticals. The Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari has re -cently argued that these developments may bring revolutionarychanges in our cognitive abilities, and that a “new elite of upgradedsuperhumans” may appear. The chasm between this new caste and therest of humanity might be larger than the gulf that now exists between
Homo Sapiens and our Neanderthal ancestors. This new elite, Hararispeculates, might treat those of us who are left behind the way we nowtreat our pets. In this world, inalienable rights and individual dignitywould have little meaning. Whether or not this new world soon comes about, changes in com-puting, genetics, and other areas of scientific endeavor have alreadycreated a crisis in the humanities. Good historians and journalists areneeded now more than ever to help us understand what is taking place.
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Q: Tell us a little about your family background — where you were born

and grew up, your education and so forth.

Endres: I was born in Toledo, Ohio, and lived in the most northern partof the city — Point Place, which is nestled on the peninsula where theMaumee and Ottawa rivers flow into Maumee Bay. Point Place is knownfor many things — almost causing the “Toledo War” between Ohio andMichigan in 1835, the 1919 heavyweight title bout between Jess Wil -lard and Jack Dempsey (Dempsey won), and the Palm Sunday 1965 tor-nado. It has never been known as a cultural or educational center. Until I married, I lived with my family in a small converted summercottage on the main drag through the Point. The house was right nextdoor to the Toledo Blade distribution center. I always wanted to be anewspaper carrier. My hopes were dashed, however, when the distri-bution manager told my dad to keep me home because no girl would
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ever be a carrier for the Blade. My parents weren’t well educated. Dad didn’t have a high schooldegree; Mom, a war bride from Ireland, never had a chance at highereducation. But they did value education. I still remember my Dad bring-ing home a $25 savings bond every month and telling me he was savingto send me to Vassar. Dad was a pressman for a small paper box company in Toledo.Printing has always been a dangerous profession. When I was 8, Dadwas injured at work and Mom got a job at the library downtown to sup-port the family. About a year later, Dad was back at work. Later Mom,who attended night school to learn shorthand and typing, found a bet-ter paying job as a secretary at the Jeep factory. By the time I was 10, I knew what I wanted to do with my life. I wasgoing to be a journalist. I have no idea where I got the idea. No one inmy family had ever been a journalist or knew a journalist (and I wasstill banned from the Blade distribution center). But the entire familydid read the newspaper. However, Mom and Dad never appreciated the
Blade’s pro-management editorials. Ours was a strong union family.Mom was a member of the UAW, and Dad was the shop steward for theInternational Printing Pressmen and Assistants Union. My parents of -ten criticized the Blade’s coverage of labor disputes. Thus, I doubt myparents thought much of my career aspirations. I had just turned 15 when my dad was injured at work again. Thistime his arm was crushed in the printing press and a massive stroke fol-lowed. Dad never worked again. Mom’s job at the Jeep plant saved ourfamily from financial ruin.I always went to Catholic schools. My mother insisted on it. I wentto Central Catholic High School. Not many of the Point Place kids wentthere, in part because it was so far away — about an hour by the citybus. Central had a strong academic program, which prepared me wellfor the University of Toledo.
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During my sophomore year in college, I met a young, handsomejournalism prof and we got married. I had just turned 20. He wasoffered a job in Washington D.C. I finished my English degree at theUniversity of Maryland. I was the first person in my family to get a col-lege degree. I got a Master’s in journalism from the University of Mary -land and, after returning to Ohio, got my Ph.D. in history from KentState University. 
Q: What did you do professionally before going into teaching?

Endres: My first job out of college was as a reporter in Washington,D.C., for a small news service that covered business. I remember theoffices were right across the street from Ford’s Theatre and about twodoors down from where Lincoln died. There I learned about business,reporting, the “Hill” and writing on deadline. Two years later, I was working for Datamation, a national magazinethat covered the business of computers. Its Washington bureau wassmall — just my editor and me. We spent most of our time on the “Hill,”primarily covering proposed legislation that could affect the computerindustry or government innovations in computer usage. My editor sentme to the Supreme Court whenever there was a case that might impactthe computer industry. My editor was quite the wordsmith; and mybare-bones news-service writing style didn’t suit him. So I learned mag-azine writing on the fly. To this day, I thank Phil Hirsch for being such ademanding editor — I’m a better writer because of him and my time at
Datamation.Two years later, my husband was offered a teaching job at KentState and we returned to Ohio. I continued to string for Datamation,although I have to admit that northeast Ohio was not the center of com-puter innovation then or now. I also did public relations, was managingeditor of a business magazine and did freelance writing as I started my

Kobre Award Interview

Volume 4 (2018). Number 1 29



Ph.D. work in history and had my beautiful daughter Stephanie.
Q: Where and what classes have you taught?

Endres: I taught one year at Kent State, one year at Hiram College, twoyears at Bowling Green and, seemingly, an eternity at the University ofAkron. I’ve taught writing (news, feature, magazine, online and documen-tary), production (electronic publishing and magazine editing) and his-tory (journalism and documentary). I have also involved students in mycreative activities, including documentaries, websites and specialevents. I teach on the undergraduate and graduate level. 
Q: Tell us your background in history. When did you first get interested in

historical research? How did your education prepare you to be a histori-

an?

Endres: I cannot remember a time in my life without history. As a young child, Mom told me tales of Irish history and the Irishwar for independence. As soon as I was old enough, I got a library cardand took the bus to the neighborhood library to borrow books on his-tory. I don’t recall the Point Place library or the library at the Catholichigh school I attended having journalism history books. As an English major, I discovered journalists left their mark onAmerican literature but didn’t do any research on it. In my Master’swork at the University of Maryland, I dabbled a bit in journalism histo-ry, doing research on women reporters and editors. But it was duringmy Ph.D. program in history at Kent State that I made the commitment.I wrote every paper in every seminar on some topic related to journal-ism history. My dissertation, however, was not in journalism history,which made my adviser very happy. 
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Q:Who or what have been the major influences on your historical outlook

and work?

Endres: There are many historians who influence my work, and thenames change depending on the project. But I’d like to credit a small group of historians who had a lastingimpact on me as an historian and as a person. When I started, Kent State’s Ph.D. program had no women’s historyexpert. Luckily, I had an opportunity to study at Sarah Lawrence Col -lege one summer with the great historians Gerda Lerner and AliceKessler-Harris, who taught me much about researching and writingwomen’s history — and the importance of social activism. In the 1980s, Kent State’s history department had a nationally rec-ognized graduate program. That meant that when I applied for thePh.D. program, the graduate coordinator greeted my Master’s degree injournalism from University of Maryland with, well, skepticism. I wouldhave to prove myself — with none other than university professorLawrence Kaplan, who specialized in diplomatic and colonial history.Kaplan was influential to my career as an historian in two ways. First inhis colloquium in diplomatic history, he encouraged me to studyBenjamin Franklin’s role in American diplomacy. The stack of books heassigned came from many different disciplines. In the process, Kaplandemonstrated the importance of interdisciplinary work in historicalresearch, something I’ve embraced throughout my career. Second,Kaplan became my champion before the Ph.D. committee. Kaplaninsisted that I be accepted into the Ph.D. program. I think I may havebeen the first Ph.D. student in Kent State’s history program without aMaster’s degree in history. I was then handed over to Robert Swierenga, the program’s quan-titative researcher who specialized in economic and immigration histo-ry. No one was going to leave his classes without learning historical
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research methods in general and quantitative methods in particular.Beyond those important lessons that I use every day in my research,Swierenga also demonstrated that a historian need not specialize inone narrow field. Swierenga came to be known for his immigrant, eco-nomic, agricultural and behavioral research. Now retired, Swierenga —the only historian I’ve ever known who has been knighted by a queen— just branched out into urban history. Early in my Ph.D. work, I took a class in the history of the city fromsociologist/historian Elliot Rudwick, best known for his work withAugust Meier, who also taught at Kent State. Rudwick was an extraordi-nary teacher who wove sociology and history together in his classes onthe city and Civil Rights. Rudwick and I became microfilm buddies.We’d spend hours before those big, clunky machines. Sometimes Ishowed him some great discovery. He seemed delighted. Other timeshe’d talk to me — a graduate student early in her program — abouthow he was approaching his research. (I know of no other graduate stu-dent ever offered such an opportunity.) And then Rudwick wasn’tthere. I thought he must be writing. So I dropped by his office and real-ized something was wrong. He insisted on writing a letter of recom-mendation for me. I said I was still three years away from finishing andthen he could write something wonderful about me. A month later,Rudwick committed suicide. I learned an enormous amount from Rud -wick, in the classroom and over the microfilm machines, but he alsoshowed me that research and teaching can’t be enough in anyone’s life.Finally, I need to acknowledge my adviser, Frank Byrne, who spe-cialized in 19th-century American history. Not as well known as Lerner,Kaplan, Swierenga or Rudwick, Byrne was a qualitative researcher, agraceful writer, a master teacher and a kind person. I learned an enor-mous amount on research, historiography, academic writing and teach-ing from him. I am grateful that Byrne was willing to mentor thatstrange Ph.D. student who aspired to become a journalism historian.
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Q: What are the main areas or ideas on which you concentrate your his-

torical work?

Endres: When I was in graduate school, the great historian/Civil Rightsactivist August Meier asked what my specialization would be. Withouta moment’s hesitation, I responded I was going to be a journalism his-torian. Meier just rolled his eyes. Notwithstanding Meier’s response, I proudly identify myself as ajournalism historian. I’ve done research on newspapers and magazines,editorial cartoons and photography, advertising and public relations,broadcasting and blimps, and 19th, 20th and 21st century media. I’vewritten about reporters, editors, and literary, cultural and businesstrends. Throughout my research, I have attempted to weave an inter-disciplinary thread through my work. I’ve also always tried to placejournalism into its broader social context.I also do research on topics, ideas and institutions that are a part ofmy community. The project I’m currently working on — a documentaryentitled “Taking the Cure: The Story of the TB Sanatorium at SpringfieldLake” — is a case in point. Although journalism played an importantrole in this institution’s growth, the documentary itself deals with peo-ple suffering from a disease that had no cure.
Q: Summarize for us the body of work — books, journal articles and so

forth — that you have done related to history?

Endres: I’ve published seven books and monographs (two of them withTherese Lueck, one of my colleagues from UA), about 75 chapters (injournalism, history, sociology and geography books), and more thantwo dozen scholarly articles (in communication, history, business andpopular culture journals) and written roughly 80 convention papers. 
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Lately I’ve been working on documentaries. I credit one of myundergraduate students, Jennie Castle, for my involvement in docu-mentaries. She suggested the documentary as an outlet for my histori-cal research. So far, I’ve produced five documentaries: “Akron Women:Another Look at History”; “The Rise and Fall of the YWCA of SummitCounty” (a Telly award winner); “Final Edition: Journalism according toJack and Jim Knight” (an Emmy and SPJ winner); “Rebels on Lake Erie:A Pirate, A Prison, A Plot” (featuring the voices of a number of AJHAmembers and distributed nationally by American Public Television);and the just released “BLIMP! Sports, Broadcasting and the GoodyearAirship.” I’m currently working on two documentaries, one on the TBsanatorium in Akron and the other on the “Squadron of Death,” aboutfemale aviation daredevils in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Q: Of the books you have written, from which ones did you get the most

satisfaction?

Endres: Whenever students ask this question, I always respond thatmy books are like my children. How can I pick one over another? Eachhas its own personality and strengths. Each posed different challenges.I truly believe that.
Q: We realize that is difficult to judge one’s own work — and that the

most accomplished people are often the most modest — but if you had to

summarize your most important contributions to the field of JMC history,

what would they be?

Endres: That’s difficult to answer because who really knows whatwork will have a lasting impact on the field? I like to think my work onwomen might have some lasting importance. Lately, there’s been arenewed interest in the history of business journalism. Perhaps my
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work in that area will have some importance. 
Q: As you look back over your career, if you could do anything differently,

what would it be?

Endres: Perhaps, I should have been more productive. After all, I dohave a drawer full of unpublished convention papers. On a personallevel, I would have been kinder to people. 
Q: Tell us about your “philosophy of history” (of historical study in general

or of JMC history in particular) or what you think are the most important

principles for studying history.

Endres: This is an interesting question because throughout my time inKent State’s graduate program, I don’t recall ever discussing the “phi-losophy of history.” Isn’t that odd? Perhaps we just phrased the idea dif-ferently. My historical research has been shaped by two things — curiosity(a characteristic nurtured in my journalism career) and research prin-ciples I learned in graduate school. I begin with an idea that I find per-sonally interesting. How can you spend hours studying a subject unlessyou are interested in it? I always start with secondary research from many different disci-plines. Sometimes that narrows my focus; other times it makes merethink my idea. Then I go into the primary sources. These may besources no other scholar has ever touched. (And how exciting is that?)I spend hours, weeks, months, sometimes a year or more with theseprimary sources. I also question my work as I do research, as I write, asI rewrite. Is presentism making its way into my work? Does the evi-dence support my conclusions? Why/how is all this happening? It’s acomplex, intense, exciting, frustrating experience. 
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Q: How would you evaluate the quality of work being done today in JMC

history — its strengths and weaknesses?

Endres: I am so excited about the quality of the work being done in JMChistory today. These young historians are so bright. They are doingsuch great work. Many are linking historical subjects to broader theo-retical frameworks in communication. They are using new searchableonline resources, which allow historians to explore topics never beforepossible. I do have one concern. Too often I see JMC history locked intothe communication silo; I would like to see more work done from aninterdisciplinary perspective. It can only benefit our field and ourresearch. 
Q: What do you think we in JMC history need to be doing to improve the

status of JMC history in (1) JMC education and (2) the wider field of histo-

ry in general?

Endres: This is a difficult time in higher education. In my institution,we’re facing cutbacks. Every college, every department, every area iscompeting for enrollment and limited resources. The sexy new areas,like social media, gain enrollment and get new faculty. Lots of students,and even some faculty and administrators, ask if journalism history hasany relevance today. I think it does, but it’s a tough sell to make. That’s why we reallyneed to get our story out — in every one of our classes, to the generalpublic, to anyone who will listen.I don’t see many journalism historians reaching out to the broaderdiscipline of history. We just seem so comfortable preparing our arti-cles for JMC journals and presenting our papers at JMC conventions.When we collaborate, it’s almost always with scholars from our field.We need to break out of our silos and start working with scholars from

Endres

Historiography in Mass Communication36



other disciplines, including history. That would certainly be one steptoward improving the status of JMC history.
Q: What challenges do you think JMC history faces in the future?

Endres: There will be many challenges to JMC history in the future. ButI’d like to talk about two. One is based on new methods of communica-tion, and the other deals with old technology. We communicate in so many different ways today — Email,Facebook, Twitter, SnapChat. We humans send out millions/billions ofmessages every day. These will represent challenges for historians oftomorrow. Archivists today are trying to figure how and what to save ofthese communication streams. The Library of Congress archives allpub lic tweets but that database is not available to researchers. TheNational Archives offers the searchable Obama White House SocialMedia Archive. ProPublica is archiving President Trump’s Tweets.Documenting the Now, a collaboration of the University of California —Riverside, University of Maryland and Washington University — St.Louis, is working on an open source Web application to allow re -searchers and archivists to collect, analyze and preserve Twitter mes-sages and the Web resources they reference, according to the group’swebsite. The group is also a forum for discussing the ethical use ofsocial media content. What a resource for any scholar interested instudying social media now and in the future.Second, technology changes — fast. Those of us who have beenaround for a while know this. I still have 5-1/2 in. and 3-1/4 in. floppies.I wonder what are on them? Did I back up those disks before I changedcomputers? The other day I found the complete set of Star Trek the Next

Generation — on VHS. I cannot even remember the last time I had aVCR. I was at an estate sale recently and bought some U-matic tapes. I’mfairly certain they aren’t blank, but I just don’t want to buy a U-matic
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tape player for $800 on ebay to satisfy my curiosity. Changing technol-ogy represents real challenges for archivists and historians today. We,as historians, cannot just throw out tapes, film, wire recordings just be -cause we do not have that piece of equipment to play them. Otherwise,we could be throwing out history. Somewhere in our basements, there may be tapes, films, audiorecorders that could be a key to the past. There may be a big clunkywire recorder or a U-matic video player. Why not donate all of it to anarchive that is committed to preserving these artifacts. Why not help anhistorian of today or the future.

Endres
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Tom Hrach won the American Jour nal ism His torians
Association’s award for the year’s outstanding book
in 2017 for The Riot Report and the News, How the

Kerner Commission Changed Media Coverage of

Black America. He teaches journalism at the Uni ver -
sity of Memphis.

Q: Give us a brief summary of your book.

Hrach: The book is about the 1968 KernerCommission, an 11-member panel appointed by President LyndonJohnson to study rioting in American cities in the summers of 1965,1966 and 1967. The book focuses specifically on the media criticismcontained in the report, which was one of the two most influential areasof the report. The book examines how the commission did its work toinvestigate the news media. It offers some ideas on why the media crit-icism was so influential. 
Q: How did you get your idea for the book?

Hrach: The issue of rioting in America’s cities in the 1960s had alwaysbeen an interest of mine ever since my youth as a boy growing up in
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Cleveland, Ohio. The riots in the 1960s were major turning points inhistory for many American cities. I was always interested in their ori-gins and their impact. My first career was as a newspaper reporter inOhio.  Then I returned to school to pursue a doctorate degree. Whensearching for a research topic while at Ohio University, I stumbledacross the 1968 Kerner Report. The report is well-written, and it is stilla good read 50 years later. After reading the report, I researched itsimpact on the media and determined there needed to be some goodresearch into how and why the Kerner Commission members decidedto investigate the news media.
Q: Tell us about the research you did for your book — What were your

sources, how did you research your book, how long did you spend, and so

forth?

Hrach: I enjoy doing interviews.  One of the first things I did was to seehow many former Kerner Commission members and staff I could findthat were still around and able to talk. I was most fortunate to be ableto find four people who worked for the commission and one formercommission member to interview. I did that all by phone. After that, Ifound out that the original documentation for the Kerner Commissionwas stored at the LBJ Presidential Library in Austin, Texas. I took twotrips to Austin to examine and take photos of the commission records.I also did a research trip to the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library inSpringfield, Massachusetts, where the original papers of former IllinoisGov. Otto Kerner are stored. The final trip was to the Library ofCongress to see some papers from Roy Wilkins, former executive direc-tor of the NAACP and commission member. I also did a lot of researchin newspaper archives for The New York Times, Washington Post andChicago Tribune. Interviews and other research were conducted over afour-year period. 
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Q: Besides the sources you used, were there any others you wish you had

been able to examine?

Hrach: As I was researching and writing, I kept noticing and hearingthings about the Kerner Commission. Each time, I think I might havemissed something so that kept me adding to my research collection. Infact, I know more now than I did when I wrote the book because I keepgetting new research. I would have liked to do more investigation intothe backgrounds of each of the Kerner Commission members becauseeach of them very likely has documentation about their time on thecommission. I am certain there are people who knew the commissionmembers who could be interviewed as well. The 11 commission mem-bers were all interesting historical figures who very likely had some-thing to say about how the media criticism was put together and writ-ten.
Q: Based on your research for the book, what would you advise other his-

torians in our field about working with sources?

Hrach: There is no substitute for talking to people who lived or experi-enced something in history. Those people are extremely valuable inhelping someone do research. I would advise anyone to see if there arepeople still living who could talk about the event or the issue. Whilememories are sometimes cloudy, they still are extremely valuable. Inthe history business, we are losing sources to old age all the time. Thefaster a researcher gets to the people who were there, the better it is.Many insights into the past are being lost because important peopleoften never record their experiences. It is not just the important peopleeither. It is often the people who are behind the scenes who know themost and have the best insights. I advise interviewing people as soon aspossible and make sure those interviews are recorded and transcribed.                                              
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Q: What were the challenges you faced in researching your book?

Hrach: Anyone doing historical research must keep asking himself orherself about why this is important. History is meaningless if it does nottell the public something about the present or give the public someguidance for the future. The greatest challenge for me was to constantlyfigure out why this research would be relevant to people in the currenttime period. While I think that studying history just for the sake of it isvaluable, the public wants to know why it is important. I wanted toshow the current generation of journalists that social responsible jour-nalism can have a positive impact on society. The Kerner Report’s crit-icism of the news media was just what the country needed at the time,and it had a positive impact on the future.
Q: Is it possible to get too close to a research subject? How do historians

maintain their neutrality of viewpoint when conducting and interpreting

research?

Hrach: While I had no issue with being too close to the subject, I didthink a lot about bias when researching this issue. I am a journalist. Ilove journalism. I believe journalism is a profession that is of para-mount importance to a free, democratic society. I hurts me to see howthe profession of journalism has declined. I am most troubled by howinfluential and powerful people in American society attack the profes-sion. I wanted the book to show that good journalism matters and hasa positive impact on society. The Kerner Commission’s report crystal-ized the importance of journalism and the social responsibility theoryof the press. I hope that my biases about the importance of journalismdid not color how I researched the book. Ultimately, the book is abouthow journalism can have a positive impact on society.
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Q: What new insights does your book provide?

Hrach: The new insight that I hope readers recognize is that the com-mission’s chairman Illinois Gov. Otto Kerner deserves some reconsider-ation in history. While Kerner was not a journalist, he had an impact onthe future of the profession thanks to the report. Kerner deserves a lit-tle more love in history than he has gotten. He was a tragic figure. Afterthe commission report he was appointed as a federal judge, but his pastas Illinois governor came back to haunt him. He was tried and convictedfor his actions in racetrack stock scandal while governor. He was let outof federal prison early only because he had cancer. He died a fewmonths later in 1976. The way his career ended colors the way he isviewed in history, but I make the case that Kerner was an important fig-ure in journalism history.
Q: What findings most surprised you?

Hrach: The finding that most surprised me was the connectionbetween the Kerner Report, the Warren Commission Report and theneven later the 9/11 Report. The writers of the Kerner Report in 1967recognized that the Warren Commission did a poor job. The WarrenCommission was investigating the Kennedy assassination, and it madesome errors. The Warren Commission failed to keep the publicinformed as it investigated and then dumped the massive report to thenews media and the public all at once. It was also not all that interestinga read. Kerner was sharp in that he recognized that keeping the newsmedia, and the public, informed on what it was doing was crucial. Herecognized that if the public were going to read and accept its findingsthat the report had to be readable. A lot of effort went into making it acompelling document that offered praise as well as criticism. Decadeslater, the writers of the 9/11 report heeded that advice as well, and that
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is why that report will be so well regarded in history. If the writers ofthe Warren Commission report had done a better job, perhaps wewould not be to this day still debating whether there were a conspiracyin the Kennedy assassination.
Q: What advice would you give to people in our field who are considering

doing a book in JMC history?

Hrach: I would think about how the topic relates to the current climatein media or how it might relate to the media of the future. Lots of les-sons can be learned from the past. If a piece of history can relate to thepresent, that is where a researcher wants to be. There are so manythings that can offer new insights for people. Another piece of advice isto recognize how the decisions made by people in the past affect thepresent and future. These people are often not presidents or importantfigures, but rather ordinary people who find themselves thrust into his-toric times.
Q: Where do you want to go in the future for your research?

Hrach: I want to stick to things I love — history, journalism and thenewspaper business. I am seeking new topics that relate to the 1960sand 1970s because that is a time period that is well enough in the pastbut still has many people around to interview. I most enjoy talking topeople who have memories of something important in history. I get alot out of it, but I think the interviewees get a lot out of it as well. Peoplewant to tell their stories. They are waiting for someone to ask. History,just like journalism, is all about telling peoples’ stories.
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