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“There has been more new error propagated by the press in the
last ten years than in a hundred years before...”

Can you date this?



“There has been more new error propagated by the press in the
last ten years than in a hundred years before 1798.”

President John Adams
(For more on this, see https://www.jstor.org/stable/1917158)



Ben Franklin Loved Fake News

▶ Began his career as a printer

▶ Had established first newspaper in Philadelphia; author of
Poor Richard’s Almanack

▶ Would go on to be postmaster general, statesmen,
representative to the Continental Congress, Ambassador to
France

▶ Very little formal education, but was incredibly intelligent with
strong opinions



1782, Paris....

▶ The US, France, Britain, and other European countries had
been at war

▶ Ben Franklin is US ambassador to Paris, negotiating the terms
of the Treaty of Paris

▶ Seeking reparations for US citizens; decided to try to influence
British popular opinion



Fake News

Creates a fake issue of a real newspaper, the Boston Independent
Chronicle

▶ “Supplement” to the Boston Independent Chronicle, Numb.
705, dated “Boston, March 12.”

▶ A sheet of paper with two articles, and a number of
advertisements (to be believable)

▶ Newspaper discusses atrocities undertaken by Native American
Populations on behalf of the British during the Revolution

▶ Intention for this fake U.S. paper to be picked up and then
reprinted in Europe







Did they fall for it?



Did they fall for it?

“That article in the Boston paper must be romance, all of it
invention, cruel forgery I hope and believe. Bales of scalps!!!
Neither the King nor his old ministers... are capable of such
atrocities.” (James Hutton to Ben Franklin, July 1782)



Did they fall for it?

▶ There were actually two letters; one was about imprisoned
sailors but was considered boring and so was ignored

▶ Many thought it was so exaggerated that it couldn’t be true

▶ Still, was published in a handful of London newspapers, and
was reprinted in US papers

▶ Other more detailed ways they could have known: used an
italic script that had been created for him



French Observer

Note one of the powers of the US press was that it was
decentralized

▶ de Tocqueville claimed Americans “instinctively” understood
the evils of centralized censorship, and avoided creating a
government body with the ability to assess truth

▶ de Tocqueville concluded that “in order to enjoy the
inestimable benefits that the liberty of the press ensures, it is
necessary to submit to the inevitable evils that it creates.”
(Democracy in America, 1835)

▶ Now, free market of ideas might be overwhelmed....we will
discuss!



Fast forward to the 1890s...



Yellow Journalism

Yellow journalism = sensationalist newspaper reporting,
characterized by profit-seeking coverage of world events

▶ Term comes from competition between two NYC newspapers
in the 1890s

▶ Note, the specific phrase yellow journalism comes from a fight
over the employ of a cartoonist who was poached from one
paper to another; the character the cartoonist was famous for
was called the “Yellow Kid”



Joseph Pultizer, Owner of the New York World (1884)

William Randolph Hearst, Owner of the New York Journal (1885)



Figure: Source: Puck, v. 43, no. 1098, (1898 March 23), cover.



Newsies

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GBgzLkauIrs
https://manshipmassmedia.wordpress.com/2014/11/14/carrying-
the-banner-newsies-and-its-significance/



Newsies

“You wanna move the next edition
Give us an earthquake or a war
How ‘bout a crooked politician?

Yeah, stupid, that ain’t news no more...”



Spanish American War

Background

▶ Cuba was a Spanish colony, whose revolutionary movement
took off in the 1890s

▶ US public opinion called for Spain to withdraw from Cuba,
and supported the revolutionaries

▶ American was a world power, and becoming aggressive

▶ Seeking to increase their readership, the two papers went to
war over their coverage of Cuban independence

▶ Used cartoons and pictures to stoke fires of anti-Spanish
sentiment



USS Maine

▶ One of the first warships built by the US, it was sent to Cuba
to protect US citizens in January 1898

▶ USS Maine sank in Havana Harbor, for reasons still unknown

▶ Both newspapers blamed Spain

▶ Full of fake news; they completely made things up

“Remember the Maine, to Hell with Spain...”



“War Caused by the Press”

▶ A month later McKinley asked Congress for authority to send
American troops to Cuba

▶ Historians claim this helped push the United States and Spain
into war in Cuba and the Philippines

▶ Led to the acquisition of overseas territory (Puerto Rico,
Phillipines, Cuba, etc)



Source: Puck, v. 38, no. 975, (1895 November 13), centerfold.



Source: Puck, v. 43, no. 1098, (1898 March 23), cover.







What is this?

X → Y



Cause and Effect

Did fake news cause the Spanish American War?

X → Y



Cause and Effect

Did fake news cause the Spanish American War?

Probably not.

▶ Anti-Spanish sentiments existed outside these two newspapers

▶ Historical events all happened

▶ Figures like Teddy Roosevelt had already been pushing for
territorial expansion



Cause and Effect

But it helped.

▶ Most likely increased anti-Spanish sentiment

▶ Political parties used these events to pressure McKinley

▶ Showed that the press could influence public reaction to
international event



Source: Rand Truth Decay, https:
//www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay.html

https://www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay.html
https://www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay.html


Source: Rand Truth Decay, https:
//www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay.html

https://www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay.html
https://www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay.html


What were the historical problems with misinformation? What
problems still exist today?

Be ready to discuss the Lapham’s Quarterly Excerpts: Plato,
Woolf, and Sayers.


