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TABLOID JOURNALISM AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Introduction - From tabloid press to tabloid journalism

The word "tabloid" in the media context originally referred to newspapers of a specific format - a printer's term for a publication smaller in size than previous newspapers. The smaller size made the tabloids easier to handle and read on the bus, tram and other forms of public transportation - the tabloids can thus be seen as a product of an emerging mass market, adapted for a new reading public (Emery & Emery, 1978:364p). From the very beginning though, the concept of tabloid meant concentrated form and content in general, and the first time the word was used it was in a medical context. Tabloid then was a medicament in a concentrated and handy form: a small and effective tablet! Lord Northcliffe, who laid the foundation for the British mass market newspaper when he in 1896 established the Daily Mail, introduced the concept of tabloid in the media context. The Daily Mirror was the first modern newspaper with a tabloid format – a format that Lord Northcliffe defined as ‘the daily time saver’ (Gustafsson, 1996a:9p, 1996b:24). As a newspaper that was intended for the masses, the tabloid was adjusted to that particular market in several ways: contents, price, distribution and marketing (Gustafsson, 1996a:122).
   
The tabloid press then was synonymous not only with a specific paper format, but also with a certain way of selecting and presenting news. The tabloid press was from the beginning criticized for sensationalism and emotionalism, for over-simplification of complex issues, for catering to the lowest common denominator and sometimes for outright lies. Today, the word tabloidization, or tabloidism, are used in media criticism to (vaguely) describe the tendency for all journalism to become more like the journalism of the tabloid press (as in Franklin, 1997:7) - it is obvious that tabloid journalism no longer is confined to the tabloid press. Indeed, today it seems that television is the medium that is most often associated with tabloid journalism (Dahlgren, 1992:16, Langer, 1998:1). Some researchers talk about the commercialisation of the news – a process which, according to the critics, shares many features (sensationalism, personification, simplification etc) with the tabloidization process (see for example McManus, 1994).


Tabloid journalism no longer refers to just a newspaper format, but a specific type of journalism. The problem with using the term in this way, is of course that the term tabloid journalism is heavily value-laden. Tabloid journalism simply means the same as bad journalism. As seen from the examples of criticism above, tabloid journalism becomes all that which a serious, responsible, good quality journalism is not: sensationalist, over-simplified, populist etc. The tabloid journalism thus becomes a kind of journalistic other, used as a warning example and symbol for all that is wrong in modern journalism (for a similar line of reasoning, see Langer, 1998:8p). With this kind of definition, the question "But can't there be any good tabloid journalism?" becomes impossible to ask, since tabloid journalism by definition is bad, and so no good tabloid journalism can exist - if it is good, then it can't be tabloid journalism!

   
This journalistic other has of course existed before the tabloid format was invented. The tabloid format first appeared in Europe in the first decades of the 20th century (Emery & Emery, 1978:363p) but before that the cheap British periodicals of the early 19th century and the New York penny press in the 1890s had been criticized for its focus on scandals and sensations. For simplicity's sake, we will use the term tabloid journalism to describe all journalism that generally has been defined as bad journalism – tabloid journalism becomes synonymous with the journalistic other discussed above.

  
The basic thrust of the criticism against tabloid journalism has always been that its forms of journalistic representation, in one way or another, goes against important societal values, whether moral or political. In the modern day, one of the most well known strands of criticism is probably the one based on Jürgen Habermas' ideas about the public sphere and rational public discourse (detailed in Habermas (1961), further references are to the first Swedish translation from 1988), in which the ideal model for public discourse is the rational, informed dialogue between actors who are equal in status. Tabloid journalism is in many ways regarded as anathema to this kind of rational public discourse. There is also a close connection between this public sphere-based criticism and the criticism that is based on the notion that tabloid journalism does not live up to its responsibility and the journalistic professional standards of objectivity, balance, diversity and pertinence: by ignoring these standards and ideals, or at least treating them with a certain laxity, the tabloid journalism cannot fulfil what is generally considered to be the given functions of news media in a pluralist democratic society.

The main function of the news media, and thus journalism, according to this viewpoint, is to keep the citizens informed about current events so as to make rational political decision-making possible - that is to say, the role of journalism is to make possible and uphold the Habermasian ideal of rational public discourse. The close relationship between (1) Habermas' ideal of the public sphere, (2) the professional ideals of journalism and (3) the ideals and notions about the news media's roles and functions in a democratic society, is obvious.

   
Our main points then, are first that norms, values and ideals are historically situated, and second, that the prevalent value-laden description of tabloid journalism is far too simplistic from a research perspective. In order to be able to understand and study different kinds of journalism and the democratic roles and functions of journalism, we find a historical perspective to be more useful. This is the first part of our paper. In the second part, we aim to show historical examples of how the type of journalism usually dismissed as unimportant and even bad actually has functioned as a kind of alternative public sphere, where criticism of the power elite at certain times has been able to flourish, and where grass-roots demands has been formulated and consolidated. Our goal is to present a more complex way to view the role of tabloid journalism in the public sphere, as we want to combine the critical strain in tabloid journalism research with a broader understanding of what "the public sphere" actually is. This is accomplished by using a historical perspective, from which the norms and values of today can be deconstructed and analysed.

Media and society

The role of the media

Today it is common to consider the media as an important part of both society and the daily lives of the individuals. In this paper we are concerned with the role of the media in society, and in this case it is almost considered as a truth in western societies that the news media has a very important part in, and even responsibility for the democracy. This assumption is the basis for many of the ideals of journalism that has been in focus among journalists, publishers and researchers alike during the 20th century. But this hasn’t always been so; in the dawn of news media the explicit purpose of publishing was to make money or, in some cases, to make your own voice heard. At that time there was no talk of the responsibilities of the media, and the society didn’t specify any particular norms for this type of business. 

Considering this, we can identify two important questions that we will return to later on in this paper and that can be seen as starting points for a discussion of traditional ideals of journalism:

1) Does the media actually have a role in the democratic society? 

2) If one thinks that the media plays an important part in the democratic society - in which way should the media live up to this role, and with what kind(s) of journalism? Which are the ideals that journalism should follow?

In the pre-modern society and before the democratization of the political sphere, newspapers were merely a megaphone for the governing few. In the 17th and 18th century the papers became a way for the expanding middle class to communicate and to make their own voice heard. The press became an arena for the bourgeois public sphere. The rise of a modern press and the bourgeois public sphere is also strongly related to political and economical changes in society and both the development of a capitalist market economy and the political democratization should be considered in this context. Speaking in the terms of John B Thompson there is a strong connection between economic, political, coercive and symbolic power transformations (Thompson, 1995:13pp). Since the beginnings of the modern press the expansion of the mass media has been tremendous and the reception situation as well as the functions of the media has gone through several changes. One thing that has been fairly stable though is the notion that the media is a very influential and important part of a democratic market society.

The media has been thought of as an important arena for the actors and views in the political sphere and has also been said to contribute to our constructions of reality. As a more or less direct consequence of this image there has developed certain demands and expectations concerning the media. These expectations have partly been produced outside the media by politicians, organisations and the audience, partly inside the media organisations and are expressed in laws, licenses, professional rules and ethics, research, etc. Often the superior principle is the concept of quality and the “good” journalism. 

So, the news media has on a societal level never been thought of as merely an economic enterprise – a business among others. When it comes to the individual publishers the main purpose could of course be commercial, but even then one of the commodities that they offer their audience is journalism – a commodity that immediately makes the news media something more than just any business. The media plays an important part in the democratic society and can be seen as both an arena and an actor in the public sphere where the rational public discourse is said to take place. It just isn’t possible anymore (if it ever was) to gather all citizens in one physical space to discuss social matters. Thus, the media must be a necessary tool for the democratic model of today’s pluralist society. Though these assumptions of course may and perhaps should be questioned, it represents a traditional view of the relationship between the media and the modern democratic society. 

In discussions on the role of the media and how we communicate in a democratic society, Jürgen Habermas’ work is central and path-breaking. The Habermasian concept of the bourgeois public sphere has been very influential as well as both used/misused and praised/criticized. In many ways his thoughts are the basis for ideals of journalism, and at the same time question the role of the media.

The public sphere

The concept of the public sphere is about where the public discourse takes place and it is also a question of power and about time and space. Habermas’ perspective on the public sphere is a historically linear one, where one public sphere follows the other. A representative public sphere the 17th century, where the power elite showed themselves to the people, was followed by the new bourgeois public sphere that defined itself in opposition to the traditional power elite. This development was concurrent with the development of capitalism and the changing forms of political power (Habermas, 1961/1988:33-41, see also Thompson, 1995:71). This new public sphere wasn’t a part of the state, but instead a sphere where the upcoming bourgeois class could criticize the state and claim power in society. For the first time the private person took active part in the public domain. The concept of the public sphere is also concerned with the quality of the political participation. Three main criteria of the public sphere could be identified (see Habermas, 1961/1988:53 pp): 

1) status is not important

2) the possibility to question areas that hasn’t been questioned before

3) openness and unity – open for all

According to Habermas the bourgeois public sphere was a sphere of participation, a sphere in which the press played an important part by as arena, stimulating the bourgeois activity. In the 20th century though, the so-called modern media (mainly broadcasting) has led to the decline and fall of the bourgeois public sphere. The modern media haven’t got any emancipatory potential, and television especially has led to passive consumption instead of active participation. The public has transformed into the audience, participants have become spectators, and the media thus maintain the societal consensus. This is what Habermas claim in the 1960s.

The thoughts of Habermas have been very influential but also much criticized. The criticism has been directed against almost every aspect of his theory of the public sphere, but three main points of criticism can be identified. The first point of criticism is about the shortcomings of the ideal model – the bourgeois public sphere only focuses on one certain group in society and therefore is not open to all. One important group that was excluded from this sphere was the women (see for example Fraser, 1995). From a feminist point of view, it might indeed be a good thing that the public sphere has “declined” and no longer functions as the vehicle for one specific group – a group that excludes women. Secondly, Habermas is criticized for not discussing the relation between the bourgeois public sphere and other possible public spheres (much of our theoretical underpinnings comes from this criticism), as remarked by, amongst others, Negt & Kluge (1993). The third point of criticism focuses on the role of the media in the decline of the bourgeois public sphere. There has been, and still is, a lot of discussion concerning the question of the role of the media in society and in the public sphere – not the least about how Habermas’ perspectives has been influenced by the time in which he wrote his text (the 1960s).

Michael Schudson is one of many media researchers that discuss the concept of the public sphere and also criticises Habermas’ ideas. One of his main points of criticism is about Habermas’ views on political participation. According to Schudson participation doesn’t necessarily mean only the participation in a rational and serious discussion. Despite the criticism though, Schudson notes that the concept of the public sphere can be useful since it, in his view, raises the important question of the quality of the political participation. Habermas’ model of the public sphere is to be seen as a normative category for political criticism. It’s important that historians study the conditions for encouraging the public participation in politics and engagement in a rational critical political discussion during different periods. Schudson also concludes that there are two main questions in the analysis of the public sphere: what is the level of participation and to what degree is the political participation channelled through a rational critical discussion (Schudson, 1995:192)?

Peter Dahlgren is another media researcher that has put much effort in discussing the concept of the public sphere and especially the role of the media. One of his main points is that the public sphere isn’t the same thing as the public or audience, as Habermas claims, but instead a place where the public can access the societal dialogues. In this context the media plays an important part and it is relevant to talk about a mediated public sphere (Dahlgren, 1995:9).

The media and the public sphere

The way to look at the role of the media in the public sphere has changed over the years. In the Habermasian bourgeois public sphere the media is mainly a mouthpiece for more or less one group, or class, in society. In today’s discussion on the public sphere the media is often seen as an arena where different interests in society meet and the public discourse takes place. Habermas’ theory of the bourgeois public sphere focuses on the question of who takes part in public discourse – it’s about a new class/group forming and taking place in society, distinct and different from the institutions of the state. Today the concept of the public sphere (or the mediated public sphere) is used to describe where the public discourse takes place, but also who gets access to this space. The media can also be seen not only as an arena, but also as one of the main actors in the public sphere. In the complex society of the 20th and the 21st century, the representative democracy is representative in two ways; the citizens are represented in the political sphere by politicians and in the public sphere by journalists and the media. This mediated public sphere therefore has a twofold role in being both a source and an arena in the representative democracy.

In the discussion of the role of the media in society, it is important to note the difference between on the one hand the view that the media contributes (or doesn’t contribute) to democracy, and on the other hand that the media is a necessary part of the democratic society. The classical model of democracy (see any standard text, for example Sabine & Thorson, 1973) of course doesn’t include the media, but the question is if it is at all possible to think of a democracy without the media today. Perhaps it is time to start rethinking the ideal model of democracy. 

Does a mediated public sphere, then, any real democratic potential? In our view, the "modern” media and journalism definitely have a not only possible but also necessary role to play in the democratic society of today. If and how the media live up to this responsibility is however another important question, one that much concerns the norms and ideals of journalism. As has been noted, there is a permanent conflict in the media business between democracy and commerce (the public service broadcasting media maybe being one exception) and whether to consider the audience mainly as citizens or consumers (mostly of the advertisers products).

In the volume The Power of News Michael Schudson discusses the power and influence of the news media. One of his conclusions is that the media actually has an important part to play in the democratic society and he claims that the news media become a resource for democracy the moment when the citizens are ready to engage in politics. ”In a political democracy, the media are a vital force in keeping the concerns of the many in the field of vision of the governing few.” (Schudson, 1995:20) 

An important question, then, is what makes people take part in politics. Maybe one of the main tasks for the media should be to get the citizens to participate in the political sphere. There is no indication that traditional journalism in this aspect is ”better” than more sensational tabloid journalism. Schudson claims that the commercial press overall has its points but that activating the citizens isn’t one of them. It doesn’t engage the citizens in the political debate – a task that, according to the traditional view on the role of journalism, is one of the main objectives of the news media (Schudson, 1995:197).

So far we’ve talked about the public sphere or a public sphere, but is there really only one or could there be several arenas for public discourse? The news media of today are often criticized for being elitist and only giving access to and speaking for a certain group in society. Habermas saw the bourgeois public sphere as the sphere of the private person as opposed to the elite, and perhaps the possible elitist features of the modern (or postmodern) news media then create a need for one or even several alternative public spheres. Alternative public spheres could work as a way for otherwise marginalized groups to make their voice heard and in this way broaden the domain of public discourse. According to Habermas the discourse in the public sphere can be a way of claiming power and to question the societal elite, and if the public sphere today consists of the elite, then there could definitely be room for an alternative public sphere. 

But what is an alternative public sphere? Is it about alternative actors, subjects or something else? Maybe there is only one public sphere and maybe what is important is not finding or discussing alternative spheres, but instead to focus on the concepts of diversity and pluralism. In a broader sense these two thoughts have much in common and concern more or less the same thing, but in our view an alternative public sphere could have a greater emancipatory potential. It gives a better position for questioning the power elite, since it is more open to new values oppose the consensus and  societal status quo. In our view it is possible to see tabloid journalism as a potential alternative mediated public sphere. We want to look closer into questions like for example if tabloid journalism is a way to question the power elite, and if it creates possibilities for different, perhaps marginalized, groups to come forward. In the discussion concerning the democratic model and the mediated public sphere it is also interesting to ask the question: What is most important and why - participation in the public arena or to be informed about what is going on there.

It is also interesting to reflect upon is what the public sphere actually is today and what will it be in the future. What are the conditions for the public sphere in a digitalized, globalized and ‘Internetified’ society? 

If we accept the notion that the media has an important role (or at least some role) in the democratic society, the next question ought to be in what way and with what kind(s) of journalism the media can live up to this role. The relationship between the media and the society and Habermas’ ideal model of the public sphere forms the basis of many ideals of journalism about what constitutes good journalism. These ideals have developed during the years parallel to the professionalization of journalism and transformations in society. 

Journalism and ideals

The “good” journalism

Schudson, and others (see for example Bird and Dardenne, 1997:334; McQuail, 1994:269), discusses two main ideal models for journalism: the narrative model and the information model. In practice it probably is hard to separate the two and most new researchers today would say that all new is always a narrative (se for example McQuail, 1992:189). Even if this is so we think these models are interesting in the discussion on journalism and ideals. Journalism with the narrative ideal has a clear connection to popular culture and is often said to attract readers from the working class. It is mainly the information model that has been associated with traditional ideals like objectivity, pluralism, ethics etc. (Schudson, 1978:88pp). Of these two, it is the narrative model that seems to best describe what we call tabloid journalism. Both these concepts (i e the narrative and the information model) have a close connection to the ideal public sphere and are richly varied and also partly contradictory (see for example Nohrstedt & Ekstrom, 1994, McQuail, 1992:183pp). The ideals of journalism have traditionally mostly been about media content, and not so much interest has been directed to the news format (Schudson, 1995:69). 

In Discovering the news from 1978 Michael Schudson discusses the history of the ideals of journalism in general with the focus on objectivity. One important question that Schudson puts forward in this volume is if it is really possible and fruitful to talk about absolute values and ideals. Since most of the news media – as has been discussed above - are companies with a goal of as high profit as possible, it can be seen as somewhat strange that ideals about a democratic responsibility for the news media has been so influential during the 20th century. This is a basic problem for Schudson, and he concentrates on the question of how objectivity came to be an ideal of journalism despite the commercial nature of the news media. In this context we wish to once again emphasize the importance of seeing the ideals of journalism as historically situated. Like Schudson (1978:10p) we make the assumption that ideals of journalism are connected to and dependent on the situation in the society as a whole.

The concept of objectivity in regard to journalism was first heard of around 1830. The development of news agencies that supplied many newspaper with material gave birth to the notion that ”news” had to be ”objective” to suit all kinds of papers and publishers (Schudson, 1978). This thus means that the ideal of objectivity from the beginning was a commercial ideal and a necessary condition for business. Around 1920 the social construction of reality was for the first time actually discussed in relation to journalism. Up until this point it had been fairly unusual that journalists separated between facts and values (Schudson, 1978:4). With this development came the journalism that considered objectivity to be one of the most important guidelines. The introduction of the public service media in Western Europe was important since these companies in many countries were in possession of a broadcasting monopoly. In a monopoly you ‘have to’ be objective to not favour only certain interests and views.

The ideal of objectivity has been criticized since its introduction in the first decades of the 20th century, and the criticism grew especially strong in the 1960s. This criticism went side by side with a general scepticism towards modern ideals and perhaps most of all the thought of the rational mind. Objectivity has also sometimes been seen as an unwillingness to analyse basic power structures in society (Marxist perspective). Schudson further claims that objectivity in the news is more or less impossible and concludes that other possible ideals like for example pluralism hasn’t been much admired within the institutions of the news media (Schudson, 1978:193, 1995:29). 

Thus, there can sometimes be a conflict between different ideals (se for example Nohrstedt & Ekstrom, 1994) and to make the subject of ideals of journalism even less definite, it is possible to criticise almost everything - any journalistic content – on the basis of the same ideals. So, once again it is worth noting that the idea of a “good” journalism includes both certain ideals that the media should live up to and the question of how the media could do this. This means on the one hand that we can separate between ideals for journalism and ideal journalism, and on the other hand that it is possible to see more than one way to reach the same ideal.

Sense and sensibility

Here we wish to return to the question of what is to be considered the most important activity in a democracy - participation in the public arena or rational decision-making made by informed citizens. This is of course only a problem if you think you have to choose. The ideal democratic model would say that both these aspects are more or less equally important. 

The traditional ideals of journalism and the theory of the public sphere are closely related to the informational model and the idea of the informed and rational citizen. But does the rational citizen necessarily participate in politics? The media audience are not only citizens, but also private individuals with a great spectra of thoughts and, not least important, feelings. Tabloid journalism on the other hand is often directed more towards sensibility and feelings than sense and rationality and is in this respect closer to a narrative model of journalism. To motivate the citizens to take part in the political discourse, it may be necessary for the news media to try to reach and appeal to both the human rational minds and emotions. To attract the interest of the audience is one of the main goals of news selection and presentation. Our point here is that the narrative ideal of journalism and tabloid journalism also could work in the service of democracy. 

We started the discussion of the relation between the media and the society by raising two questions: The first was if the media actually have a role to play in the democratic society. If one thinks that the media plays an important part in the democratic society, the second question would be in which way and with what kind(s) of journalism the media can live up to this role. Our next step is to show how tabloid journalism in different ways, despite all the criticism levelled against it, can play an important part in the democratic society by functioning as an alternative public sphere.

Tabloid journalism in history

In this section, we will give three historical examples to make clear our points. The first example concerns the development of the penny press and, later, the yellow journalism in the United States. The second example comes from Britain and shows that sensationalism need not be opposed to the goal of affecting societal change. The third example aims to show how ideals and values indeed change over time, often in quite unexpected ways.

Example I: From Penny Press to New and Yellow Journalism

As seen above our view is that tabloid journalism is a kind of journalism that is defined as more or less the opposite of the traditional ideal and the "good journalism". The concept of tabloid journalism includes a valuation and was from the beginning often associated with certain media (the tabloid press). Tabloid journalism is often said to entail sensational news as for example crime, sex and violence, dramatic headlines and pictures, and a focus on personalities (see for example McQuail, 1992:290, Asp, 1995:3).

The first example of a broader and more popular journalism came with the so called penny press in America around 1830. With the introduction of these papers both the reason for publishing and the content of the newspapers changed. The penny press was more of an economic venture and less a political project that had been the case with most of the papers before that time "...with the penny press a newspaper sold a product to a general readership and sold the readership to advertisers" (Schudson, 1978:25). Along with this new kind of journalism came an interest for the everyday life and it was in the penny press that the so called human interest news were born. This kind of journalism was, and still is, considered sensational. Michael Schudson makes the important conclusion that these changes in journalism and the development of ideals was intimately connected to political as well as economic changes – at the same time the democratic market society was born (Schudson, 1978:27pp). Emery & Emery also makes clear that the emergence of the penny press was dependent upon other changes in society:

Whenever a mass of people has been neglected too long by the established organs of communication, agencies eventually have been devised to supply that want. Invariably this press of the masses is greeted with scorn by the sophisticated reader because the content of such a press is likely to be elemental and emotional. Such scorn is not always deserved. Just as the child ordinarily starts his reading with Mother Goose and fairy stories before graduation to more serious study, so the public first reached by a new agency is likely to prefer what the critics like to call "sensationalism", which is the emphasis on omission for its own sake. The pattern can be seen in the periods when the most noteworthy developments in popular journalism were apparent. In 1620, 1833, the 1890s, or 1920, this tapping of a new, much-neglected public started with a wave of sensationalism. (Emery & Emery, 1978:119)

1833 is considered to be a watershed year in the history of the American press. On September 3 this year, the New Yorkers saw the arrival of a new daily newspaper: the New York Sun. Its founder, Benjamin Day, made a paper for "the common man" in a time where newspapers usually aimed for a more affluent and educated audience. Before the New York Sun, the largest dailies were mostly distributed by subscription. Copies bought at newspaper vendors cost six cents. The Sun was sold in the streets for one penny, and its customers were the rising American working classes.

   The major invention of Day was the redefinition of the concept of news. In earlier papers, news meant reports and comments on political happenings, and even more importantly, commercial information such as shipping news - the audience was the property class, not the working class (Emery & Emery, 1978:121, Schudson, 1978:15 f, DeFleur & Ball-Rokeach, 1989:53). The so-called human interest story might well have originated in its modern form on the pages of the Sun. Scandalous tales of sin, the immoral antics of the upper class, and humorous tales of mishaps of all kinds were a staple of the Sun. But so was extended coverage of crime and police news, mostly written by the British veteran police reporter George Wisner (Emery & Emery, 1978:120). In short, it was aimed directly at a newly literate public that did not have much in common with the newspaper public of a mere ten years earlier.

   Inevitably, Day's foray into the newspaper business was met with criticism from other contemporary publicists, who accused the Sun of lowering the standards of journalism through its vulgarity, cheapness and sensationalism (DeFleur & Ball Rokeach, 1989:52, Emery & Emery, 1978:121). A criticism that became especially vehement after it became apparent that the New York Sun was a commercial success. Some of this criticism might seem inappropriate in relation to the modern concept of news, for, as Michael Schudson writes:

The six-penny papers responded to the penny newcomers with charges of sensationalism. This accusation was substantiated less by the way the penny papers treated the news (there were no sensational photographs, of course, no cartoons or drawings, no large headlines) than by the fact that the penny papers would print "news" - as we understand it - at all. (Schudson, 1978:23)

Imitators started new papers almost immediately. The most well known of these competitors probably are James Gordon Bennett, who founded the New York Herald in 1835, and Horace Greeley, who founded the New York Tribune in 1841. During the years following 1833, the journalism of the penny press changed. Bennett developed crime reporting and a generally more aggressive journalism, used "extras" (special editions) to create interest in the paper, he included a letters column, where readers could comment on the paper, he developed a financial section and he offered sports news. As with Day, Bennett was roundly criticised by other publicists. A movement to boycott the Herald was started, and Bennett was even accused of blasphemy because of his sometimes flippant treatment of religious news (Emery & Emery, 1978:125). No doubt the Herald used sensationalism and emotionalism to bring in the readers, but clearly much of the criticism at the time was motivated by the astounding commercial success of the paper. It was the traditional New York papers, colonel James Watson Webb's Courier and Enquirer and Park Benjamin's New York Signal, that led the war against Bennett's Herald, clearly afraid to lose their own position as commercially leading dailies.

   When Horace Greeley started his New York Tribune in 1841, he used many of Day's and Bennett's ideas, but added something genuinely his own: a tireless "crusader journalism" and campaigning on the most different causes (Smith, 1979:139, Emery & Emery, 1978:128). Greeley apparently tried to avoid the worst sensationalism of the earlier penny papers, but his sights were still set on "the common man" as audience. Greeley, as well as his predecessors, was criticised, mostly for his radicalism and habitual crusading - if it wasn't the evils of alcohol that raised his ire, it was the practice of tobacco consumption. But there is no denying that Greeley’s mass paper played an important role in opinion leadership and formation.

   When what is considered to be the next great change in the history of American newspaper came about in the 1880s and 1890s, it is worth to note that the elite's reception of new inventions in journalism changed little. In 1883, Joseph Pulitzer purchased the New York World and proceeded to turn it in to one of the success stories of his decade. Part of the recipe was the same as Day's five decades earlier: sensations, crime and a varied news coverage. Other important parts of Pulitzer’s formula were aggressive self-promotion, and, more importantly, a penchant for crusades that rivalled Greeley's. Pulitzer took up several popular causes and campaigned for them in his newspaper, thus both covering and forming public opinion. An immigrant himself, Pulitzer often railed against the inhuman conditions in which many of New York's immigrant labourers lived - particularly against the garment district's sweatshops for immigrant women (Emery & Emery, 1978:224). When, in July 1883, a heat wave caused the deaths of over 700 in the slums (over half of them children under the age of five), Pulitzer used sensational headlines and shocking narrative in an attempt to force the authorities to recognise the housing problems of the city (Ibid) - another illustration of the simple truth that sensational coverage might have a place and a function within the public sphere. 

   As could have been expected, Pulitzer came under fire for reviving the coarse and lurid sensationalism of the penny press in the 1830s. He had many imitators, and as before commentators considered the proliferation of sensationalism and human interest stories a threat to serious journalism (Emery & Emery, 1978:224p). The critics became even more vocal when the so-called "yellow journalism war" started in 1895, when William Randolph Hearst bought the New York Journal and challenged Pulitzer's new Sunday World.

   Hearst's sensationalism was considered even more brazen than Pulitzer's was, and when it came to crusades and campaigning, Hearst's consistently strived to go one better than his competitor. The Journal soon adopted the tag line "While Others Talk the Journal Acts" - among other things, the paper obtained a court injunction that balked the granting of a city franchise to a gas company. After this success, the Journal soon started similar actions against alleged abuses in government (Emery & Emery, 1978:249). This "journalism that acts" was lauded as well as criticized.

   Two points can be made from this short and admittedly selective history of the American penny press. First, that it demonstrates the continuos existence of a journalistic other, that the established institutions of journalism uses to define themselves - according to its critics, the penny press, and later the yellow journalism of the 1880s and 1890s, epitomises everything that good journalism shouldn't be. Second, that this journalism obviously plays an important role in the public sphere. While it might not live up to the Habermasian ideals of rational discourse, it can be described as a kind of alternative public sphere, where a grassroots-based populist critique against established elite can come to the fore. While the discourse in this populist public sphere might be limited, the mere fact that it exists demonstrates the inherent elitism in Habermas' model.

Example II: The Pall Mall Gazette - a sensationalist crusade

Over a period of roughly 30 years in the first half of the 19th century, The Times was without question the dominating London newspaper, both in terms of circulation and influence (Cranfield, 1978: 160pp). The first new newspaper to seriously challenge The Times was the Daily Telegraph and Courier, later abbreviated Daily Telegraph, which started in 1855. The Telegraph actively sought another audience, namely the audience that so far hadn't been able to afford a daily newspaper. At one penny, the Telegraph could be afforded by all. Modelled after the New York Herald, the Telegraph's new style did not go unnoticed - its lighter approach with focus on crime at the expense of politics and dramatisation of news was, predictably, seen as the beginning of a decline for the British press (Cranfield, 1978:207). The Telegraph began a new era in the history of the British press, the era of 'new journalism' - though the term new journalism was first used by the poet Matthew Arnold in reference to the later Pall Mall Gazette, see below (Smith, 1979:152). During the second half of the 19th century, the battle between 'old' and 'new' raged in the London press. The Telegraph had opened up for a new kind of journalism - a journalism with much in common with what later would be called tabloid journalism. One of the most famous scoops of this time was indeed publicised in a penny paper dedicated to the new journalism.

The journalist W T Stead had joined the evening penny paper Pall Mall Gazette in 1880. Stead soon became a vitriolic critic of juvenile prostitution - the age of consent at the time was thirteen. In 1885, the first article on the subject was published in the paper. It was entitled The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon. The Report of our Secret Commission, and had subheadings such as The Violation of Virgins, The Confessions of a Brothel-Keeper and How Girls are Ruined. The article took up five and a half of the Gazettes sixteen pages. The next day, another five-page article appeared with headings such as Unwilling Recruits, How Annie was Poisoned, You want a Maid, do you? and I order five Virgins. Headlines like The Ruin of the very young, Entrapping Irish Girls and Ruining Country Girls continued to appear over the next week (Cranfield, 1978:212 p, also see Herd, 1952:229). We can see how Stead piqued the readers' interest by using drastic, sensational and somewhat lurid headlines - generally considered a typically tabloid strategy.  

The reactions caused by the reports of the Gazette were many and diverse. Some newsagents refused to sell the Gazette, and Stead himself was to be prosecuted and sentenced to three months in jail (Herd, 1952:230). Many readers and advertisers cancelled their orders - and new customers came in their stead. The other London newspapers commented on the Gazette's articles: the Weekly Times considered them 'a public outrage', whereas Reynold's News said that 'The Pall Mall Gazette has done one of the most courageous and noblest works of our time'. Stead's motives were questioned: was he simply a sensationalist trying to sell papers, or a genuine crusader (Cranfield, 1978:213 p)? It is, of course, quite possible that he was both - the binary opposition between writing-for-profit and writing-for-a-cause is exactly the result of the overly simplistic view of tabloid journalism we’ve already described. Stead's campaigning influenced public opinion and caused a lot of heated public discourse. The culmination of the affair was a mass demonstration in Hyde Park, and the passing of the Criminal Law Amendment Bill, which raised the age of consent to sixteen years (Cranfield, 1978:214). Clearly, the Gazette helped the formation of public opinion and public discourse on a hotly debated issue - perhaps not even though but because of its sensationalist bent.

Example III: The case of the interview

In a chapter of his book The Power of News (1995), Michael Schudson describes the history of the news interview. Some of his findings make interesting points about the reception of new forms of journalism, and shows how the interview has developed from a journalistic other, a distinctly tabloid  phenomenon, to a mainstay of modern journalism.

   The interview as a form of journalism was mostly unknown until the 1860s. The word "interview" of course existed, but was generally used to describe any type of meeting and/or conversation between two people. When we use the word interview today, we generally mean the practice of journalists to ask questions to people in order to receive or confirm information. The word "interview" not only refers to the practice of interviewing though, but also to the textual result of that interviewing (as in "I read an interesting interview with the Prime Minister in the paper today.").

   Historians have placed the first modern news interview at different times - some place it as early as 1836, in relation to James Gordon Bennett's coverage of the Helen Jewlett murder, others name 1859, the year of Horace Greeley's publishing of a conversation between him and Mormon leader Brigham Young (Schudson, 1995:73). For the purposes of this paper, the exact date is irrelevant - the interesting thing is how interviews were perceived at the time when the form came into existence.

   Schudson writes that the practice of interviewing for news purposes in the late nineteenth century above all was considered an American invention, and thus not informed by European sensibilities. Strong words were used to condemn the interview: it was akin to toadying, it was a form of espionage, it was indiscreet, and it of course threatened to disgrace and even destroy journalism as a whole (Schudson, 1995:76). In Europe, the interview was definitely a journalistic other, something responsible journalists simply did not do (it is fair to point out that the reception of the interview as a form of journalism in Europe wasn't uniformly negative, see Schudson, 1995:79). 

  The interview was used to create sensation - an interview with a famous person could be a scoop in itself, as was the case when a New York World reporter interviewed the Pope in 1871, or when Frederic William Wile interviewed king Oscar II of Sweden for the Chicago Daily News in 1906 (Schudson, 1995:77p). The interview was also sometimes regarded as somewhat populist, mostly because of the impertinent and aggressive interviewing style of the American reporters. By the critics of the time, the interview was considered an invasion of privacy, and it was simply uncouth to demand answers from prominent politicians and powerholders - the latter a practice that today is the norm rather than the exception. Thus, there is a definite kinship between the interview (at least in its early, American style) and tabloid journalism - the interview was sometimes in its infancy a kind of tabloid journalism - impertinent, sensationalist and, in a sense, populist.

   Most important, though, this example shows us very clearly that values and ideals change over time. Today it is virtually impossible to imagine journalism without interviews – the importance of the interview seems self-evident, and to obtain a comment of some sort from a politician or other powerholder (garnered through an interview) is standard practice. It seems almost unbelievable to think that the interview once was a highly unorthodox practice in journalism, and considered bad taste of the highest order.

Conclusion

Tabloid journalism – a problem for whom?

It can be concluded that the introduction of first the penny press and then the yellow press led to a change in the concept of the public that came to include all those who read the sensational new journalism and no longer only the elite. In fact, this kind of journalism could be seen as an opposition against the elite. One could say that this development meant that the public sphere was broadened, or maybe it was an alternative or a new public sphere. In any case, this new journalism reached the many and not only the few.

When we study the development of journalism in a historical context, we can also see several examples of when the tabloid press actually has become an important and influential part of the public sphere and the public discourse (of course depending on what one puts into these concepts). We claim that this, despite all the criticism towards this journalism, isn't necessarily a problem. Instead of viewing tabloid journalism as a threat to democracy, or, at least, not quite up to the standards of journalism in a democratic society, it is possible to view tabloid journalism as an alternative public sphere. It can also be seen as an alternative arena for public discourse, wherein criticism of both the privileged political elite and the traditional types of public discourse may play a central role. 

Journalism, ideals and democracy

Of the two questions asked at the outset of this paper then, we think that we have answered the first and offered a new perspective, if not an answer, on the second one. The media indubitably plays an important role in a modern pluralist democracy. Since it obviously isn't possible to collect all citizens in one time and space to go about the process of political decision-making, it stands to reason that the arena-function of the media must be important. Aside from being an arena, it is also obvious that the different media institutions themselves often become actors in the public sphere, campaigning, informing and offering different (or, according to some critics, not-so-different) views and perspectives. 

It must be noted though that there are today many views on if it is at all possible to get the traditional ideal democratic model to work. Some think that journalists should work with the ideal democratic model as a goal and that then perhaps it will be possible to reach some necessary changes in the political society (se for example Schudson, 1995:223). Others, for example Thompson (1995:255ff), on the other hand, suggests a model that is not based on traditional democratic ingredients like publicness, co-presence and the nation state – aspects that in his view are obsolete in the society of today. Instead, he says, we should go for a ‘deliberative democracy’ that is neither a dialogical nor a spatial conception.

   When it comes to the second question, then, it is far from clear exactly which ideals news media and journalism should aspire to - and even if there could be said to exist a general consensus about these ideals today, the question still remains of how these ideals should be realised. It is also interesting to think about if these ideals have to be the same for all news media. 

   Throughout the history of journalism, it would seem that the existence of a journalistic other is necessary. This other helps to define the ideals of journalism that are implicitly agreed upon at any given time. But as we have shown through our examples, the journalism that is considered bad (the tabloid journalism) might well fulfil the functions only "good" journalism was thought capable of, and live up to the ideals of journalism and democracy, if in a sometimes roundabout way. The tabloid journalism can broaden the public, giving news access to groups that previously hasn't been targeted by the elite press (as was the case when the penny press and the yellow journalism aimed for the mass audience), affect societal change (as was the case of W T Steads campaigning in the Pall Mall Gazette), it can and indeed give rise to forms of journalism that later become accepted and even regarded as the very foundation of journalism (as was the case of the interview as a form of journalism). Furthermore, the often criticized appeal to emotion can actually stimulate political participation, by speaking to the senses and feelings as well as the rational mind. 

A turn toward history can thus be used to gain better insight into the functions and roles of the tabloid journalism of today. The process of tabloidization is best understood as having deep historical roots - not as a new phenomenon threatening all serious and responsible public discourse.
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