Media History Monographs 21:1

Klein

Media History Monographs 21:1
(2019-2020)
ISSN 1940-8862

‘Single out the rascals for distinction
from their fellows’: Realist,
Prosecutorial, Yellow, and Radical
Muckraking in the Progressive Era
Tim V. Klein
Instead of a single muckraking movement, four shades of muckraking existed
during the Progressive Era. While all muckrakers were involved in exposure of
wrongdoing, they differed, sometimes drastically, in how they exposed. Realist
muckrakers, such as Ray Stannard Baker and Ida Tarbell, presented multiple
sides of an issue, avoided inflammatory language, and tended to abstain from
editorializing. Yellow muckrakers, including Thomas Lawson and David Graham
Phillips, used sensational language, ridiculed and demonized their opponents,
and treated their own opinions as if they were certainties. Prosecutorial
muckrakers, such as Mark Sullivan and Norman Hapgood, wrote like
prosecutors—telling restrained but one-sided stories that were based on a
strategic and partial selection of facts. Radical muckrakers, including Upton
Sinclair and Charles Edward Russell, infused their journalism with their
ideology, giving voice to investigative journalism that preached revolutionary
socialism. Drawing on the ideas of John Dewey and Walter Lippmann, I argue
that those journalistic distinctions are important because journalists not only
share information with the public, but they also share their epistemology and
model public discourse. This monograph clarifies an influential moment in
journalism history and helps us recognize how different types of journalism can
advance or hinder a democratic culture.

1

Media History Monographs 21:1

Klein

2

Media History Monographs 21:1

While investigative
journalism existed for decades
before the Progressive Era,1 the
term “muckraking” came from a
speech by Theodore Roosevelt in
1906. Moments after construction
workers lowered the cornerstone
of the new House of
Representatives onto its
foundation and covered it in corn,
wine, and oil in accordance with
some ancient and now abandoned
tradition, the president stood
before a crowd of spectators and
both praised and criticized
investigative journalists.2
Roosevelt argued that some types
of journalism created social
division and planted seeds of
chaos and radicalism, while other
forms of journalism educated the
public, created greater
understanding of social problems,
and provided a foundation for
positive social change.3
Roosevelt’s muckraker
speech is typically remembered as
an attack—a president calling
journalists’ names—but the text of
his speech reveals something more
nuanced and significant. He began
by honoring “every writer” who
exposed “evil” in business and
politics, so long as it was done
with “honesty, sanity and selfrestraint.” He told his audience
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that progress required the
“unsparing exposure of the
politician who betrays his trust”
and “of the big businessman who
makes or spends his fortune in
illegitimate or corrupt ways.”
Roosevelt argued: “The men who
with stern sobriety and truth assail
the many evils of our time,
whether in the public press, or in
magazines, or in books, are the
leaders and allies of all engaged in
the work for social and political
betterment,” but those who
employ “hysterical sensationalism”
utilize “the very poorest weapon
wherewith to fight for lasting
righteousness” and “may do more
damage to the public mind than
the crime itself.” Then Roosevelt
made the enduring association
between investigative journalism
and the muckraker, maintaining:
the men with the muckrake
are often indispensable to
the well-being of society, but
only if they know when to
stop raking the muck …. If
the whole picture is painted
black there remains no hue
whereby to single out the
rascals for distinction from
their fellows.4
This monograph can be seen as a
refinement of Roosevelt’s
3
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muckraking speech—an attempt
to re-capture the distinctions
between different types of
investigatory journalism in the
Progressive Era, and to consider
the possible implications that
these divergent types of
journalism can have on public
opinion and democracy.
Roosevelt’s muckraker
speech was almost certainly
politically motivated. His
unnamed target was David
Graham Phillips, and possibly
Phillips’ publisher William
Randolph Hearst who was trying
to break into presidential politics.5
While Roosevelt is largely
remembered as a Progressive, he
was also the head of the
Republican party which
dominated the Senate. Phillips’s
series “Treason of the Senate,”
published in Hearst’s Cosmopolitan,
was a direct journalistic attack on
the Republican-controlled Senate.
Throughout the nine-part series,
Phillips ridiculed and mocked
twenty-one Senators, eighteen of
which were Republicans, including
New York Senator and Roosevelt
alley Chauncey Depew, who
Phillips’ called a “buffoon” and “a
spineless sycophant” who had a
“greasy tongue and a greasy
backbone.”6
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The daily press, spurred on
by powerful opponents of
investigative journalism, largely
ignored Roosevelt’s distinction
and instead latched onto the
“muckraker” label as a derogatory
term for all investigative
journalists who exposed the
unsavory sides of society.7 Many
historians also ignored the more
precise meaning in Roosevelt’s
speech and instead wrote that the
President gave investigative
journalists a “collective title,”8
“labeled all of the crusading
journalists of the day
muckrakers,”9 and “chastised the
Tarbells, Bakers, and Steffenses—
along with such coworkers as
David Graham Phillips and Upton
Sinclair, Charles E. Russell and
Samuel Hopkins Adams.”10 The
original distinction between
different types of journalism and
their varied impact on public
opinion and political debate has
been all but lost.11
The way we remember
Roosevelt’s muckraker speech is
significant because of its relation
to our larger interpretation of the
muckrakers. While the term
“muckraker” has remained in the
public lexicon—shifting from
being an insult to being embraced
as synonymous with investigatory
4
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journalism12—historians’
interpretations have been hindered
by too loose a recognition of the
varying styles, impulses,
epistemologies, and methods of
the muckrakers. Both journalists
who were beholden to “stern
sobriety and truth” as well as
“wild preachers of unrest” who
were “sensational, lurid, and
untruthful” have all been classed
as muckrakers.13 This paper
attempts to bring more precise
terminology to the way we think
about the muckrakers, and argues
that we need to confront and
modify confusing and stilted
terms.
The paper is organized into
four parts. The first is a
historiography of the muckrakers,
which argues that many historical
interpretations of the muckrakers
have placed disproportionate
emphasis on their commonalities
and shared essence, at the expense
of recognizing their journalistic
differences. The second part
builds on the ideas of John Dewey
and Walter Lippmann to consider
why differences in journalistic
tone, method, and epistemology
are crucial for the health of
democratic debate. I argue that
journalists not only pass on
information to their readers, but
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also share their epistemological
outlook; they give the public a
method for making sense of the
world and a model for discussing
public events. Based on this
theoretical perspective, in the third
part I layout an alternative
interpretive framework that
classifies the muckrakers based on
four different approaches to
investigative journalism. In the
conclusion I consider how
different types of muckraking
influence the formation of a
democratic culture.

Historiography of the
muckrakers—pluralism or a
central essence?

In 1906, in the midst of the
muckraking movement, the
literary editor of The Independent,
Edwin E. Slosson recognized the
varying hues of muckraking.
“When the historian of American
literature write of the opening of
this century, he will give one of his
most interesting chapters to the
literature of exposure,” wrote
Slosson. “It blossomed forth in
every hue of rhetorical red, from
the aniline cerise of Miss Tarbell’s
tale of Standard Oil to the Tyrian
crimson of Mr. Lawson’s story of
Amalgamated Copper.”14 What
those different shades of
5
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rhetorical red would actually look
like were still in flux during
Slosson’s time, as if the paint was
yet to dry on the historical canvas.
In the opening chapter of
Drift and Mastery (1914) Walter
Lippmann tried to classify
different types of muckraking, but
he gave up after looking at “a
thousand gradations of credibility
and exaggeration.” Lippmann
does not spend much time
exploring the variations within the
muckraking movement, beyond
writing that there was a difference
between later muckraking which
was more exaggerated and
conspiratorial, and “the earlier
kind of muckraking” which was
more moderate and willing to tell
readers of both the honest and the
corrupt sides of business and
politics.15 As time has gone on,
historians have been less likely to
emphasize the various hues or
gradations of muckraking, and
have instead searched for a central
essence.16
An early example of the
central essence interpretation is in
C. C. Regier’s The Era of the
Muckrakers (1932). Regier
described the muckrakers as a
“fighting” force who were
“nauseated,” “shamed and
sickened” and “did not mildly call
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attention to evils,” but instead
“threw … bricks” and “thundered
their denunciations in bold-face,
italics, and large sized caps.” This
interpretation fit a muckraker like
Charles Edward Russell—whose
journalism displayed passion and
resentment, and who, by his own
admission, wrote that “wherever
an exploiter showed his head” he
was “ready with a brick to heave at
it.”17 But interpreting the
muckrakers as outraged militants
contradicted Regier’s own
description of other muckrakers,
such as Ida Tarbell, who “did not
… let personal bias affect the
diligence of her research” and
whose articles on Standard Oil
were a “careful historical
analysis.”18
Louis Filler (1939) continued
the search for a central muckraker
essence. He described a
generalized muckraking
movement that was the opposite
of Regier’s radical, disgusted, and
attacking movement. Filler’s
muckraking movement was
moderate, good natured, and
detached. He emphasized a
“straightforward style, concerning
itself with facts and figures.” This
fit Tarbell, but contradicted not
only Russell’s style of muckraking
but other muckrakers such as
6
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David Graham Phillips, who
swung wildly and demonized his
opponents, and was generally light
on evidence to support his bold
charges.19 In Phillips’s popular
series “Treason of the Senate”
(1906), the upper chamber of
congress was more dangerous
than “an invading army” and a
“monster” with “many heads.”20
Even Phillips’ publisher, William
Randolph Hearst, who was known
as one of the “yellowest” of all
publishers, was said to have
stopped the presses of Cosmopolitan
after reading Phillips’ article and
said: “I had intended an exposé.
We have merely an attack. Voice is
not force. Windy vituperation is
not convincing…. The facts, the
proof, the documentary evidence
are the important thing, and the
article is deficient in them.”21
There have occasionally
been historians who recognized
the contradictions that arise when
all the muckrakers are grouped
under a singular label. J. Herbert
Altschull (1990) wrote that “to
some, muckraker is a dirty word,
the embodiment of all the
excesses of the yellow press” and
“to others, it epitomizes the
virtues of a democratic press.”
The tradition of the yellow
press—a crass form of tabloid
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journalism centered around selfpromotion, an embrace of poplar
prejudices, and commercialism—is
at odds with the democratic ideals
of the press, where journalists
supply the public with as reliable
information as possible so citizens
can form intelligent judgments.22
Altschull pointed out the
contradiction in using a single
term to describe a diverse
approach to journalism, but he did
not propose a new mode of
classification that attempted to
resolve some of the
contradictions.23
Robert Miraldi did use the
term “muckraking” to
distinguished between different
types of journalism, but his
definition explicitly excluded some
of the most prominent
muckrakers of the Progressive
Era. Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle
was excluded because it was
fiction, and Miraldi excluded most
of the writing of Mark Sullivan
and Norman Hapgood because
they were opinion writers.24 This
left non-fiction, non-editorial,
investigative journalists, which still
did not distinguish between other
crucial differences in method,
tone, and epistemology. Miralidi’s
definition of muckraking is also
too restrictive because it severs the
7

Media History Monographs 21:1

connective tissue between the
muckrakers that did exist. Sinclair,
Phillips, and Sullivan, practiced
investigative journalism that
exposed wrongdoing, as did
Tarbell, Baker, and Lawson. To try
to remove Sinclair, the most
widely remember muckraker, from
the muckraking tradition is an
unnecessarily sharp break in
historical interpretation. Instead of
claiming that Sinclair and others
were not muckrakers, I believe it is
more useful to develop terms to
distinguish between different types
of muckraking, recognizing their
commonalities and their
differences.25
Compared to journalism
historians, historians of the wider
Progressive Era tended to be even
less precise in their generalizations
about the muckrakers. For
instance, in the handful of pages
that dealt with the muckrakers,
Arthur Link and Richard
McCormick (1983) wrote that the
muckrakers expressed the
“progressive attitude toward
industrialism.”26 This overlooks
the fact that there was neither a
single muckraker attitude towards
industrialism, nor a single mode of
expression—only a pluralism of
perspectives. There were
prominent socialist muckrakers,
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such as Sinclair and Russell who
tended to express their
investigative findings in a bellow
of despair and ideological zeal.
There were others like Henry D.
Lloyd who at times favored
worker-owned collectives and at
other times supported elitist
Fabian socialism, and whose
journalism was full of
philosophical moralizing and
footnotes of evidence. And there
were muckrakers, such as Tarbell,
who wrote an entire series of
articles on “The Golden Rule in
Business,” which featured
favorable articles about
industrialists like Thomas Lynch
and Henry Ford, written in a
restrained and moderate tone.27
Even historians who placed
the muckrakers at the center of
the Progressive movement, such
as Richard Hofstadter, still
focused on how to group the
muckrakers together into a unified
whole.28 Hofstadter wrote that
“To an extraordinary degree the
work of the Progressive
movement rested upon its
journalism.” Hofstadter boiled
down the muckrakers to a single
characteristic: “literary realism.”
His term was fitting for a
muckraker like Tarbell, as well as
her fellow McClure’s muckraker,
8
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Ray Stannard Baker, who wrote
with care, and even conservatism,
about labor violence, railroad
propaganda, and segregation.
Baker kept his opinions out of his
text, and instead quoted sources
directly in an attempt to “tell their
stories, exactly as [he] heard them .
. . hot out of life.”29 But
Hofstadter’s literary realism
doesn’t come close to describing
the muckraking of Phillips or the
millionaire-muckraker Thomas
Lawson, whose series “Frenzied
Finance” offered an exaggerated
and sensational look at the world
of big business. While Hofstadter
described the muckrakers as
“moderate men [and women] who
intended to propose no radical
remedies,”30 Lawson explicitly
called for “quick, radical, action.”31
It was not just the yellow
muckraking of Lawson—
Hofstadter’s “literary realism”
failed to capture the radicalism of
Sinclair, Russell, John Kenneth
Turner, and Gustavus Myers—all
of whom used muckraking to
promote their ideology.32
In the 1970s there was a
well-documented shift in the way
historians interpreted the
Progressive Era that offers a
meaningful parallel to the current
state of the historiography of the
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muckrakers. For decades,
historians looked for a central
essence and a cohesive
“movement” out of the various
pieces of the Progressive
movement. Hofstadter saw the
Progressive movement as a
moralistic “status revolution” that
united middle-class urban
professionals with established
political elites.33 Robert Wiebe saw
the Progressives as bureaucratic
modernizers who developed
professional standards and looked
to the scientific method to tame
the complexity of modern
industrialism and create order.34
Martin Sklar and James Weinstein
saw progressivism as “corporate
liberalism”—a disingenuous
reform movement that was
controlled by big business.35
Despite the differences in
interpretation, they all looked for a
central essence that connected the
disparate reformers.
In the midst of this search
for the animating heart of the
Progressive movement, Peter
Filene wrote "An Obituary for
'The Progressive Movement’,"36
which challenged the idea that
there was anything that could
coherently be called
“progressivism” or even a
“movement.” Filene, along with
9
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John Buenker,37 John Kirby,38
David Kennedy,39 and Daniel
Rodgers,40 argued that the path
forward lay in recognizing the
differences within the Progressive
movement, and trying to
understand the shifting coalitions,
as opposed to treating the
Progressives as a unified force. To
speak of a unified movement was
“to wrap the entire period within
an undifferentiated ideological
embrace without saying anything
about the diversity within the
period.”41 Instead of a single
Progressive movement, there were
multiple movements taking place
at the same time. After this
historiographic shift, new
interpretations emerged that
emphasized pluralistic sources of
power within the Progressive
movement. “There are
imperialists. There are immigrant
political bosses and politically
powerful farmers’ lobbies in
addition to the corporate
managers, social scientists, statusanxious members of the middle
class, and bohemian cultural
radicals,” wrote Rodgers.42
Unlike the historiography of
the wider Progressive Era, which
shifted from a search for a central
essence to a recognition of a
plurality of interests and
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approaches to reform, the
historiography of the muckrakers
still largely embraces an
interpretation of a monolithic
muckraking movement. Focusing
on the common thread of
investigative journalism has
allowed us to gloss over the
numerous journalistic differences
within muckraking, just as early
historians of the Progressive
movement generalized about
reform as opposed to recognizing
the vast diversity between
different types of reform. Writing
about muckraking as if it
contained a single approach to
investigative journalism is the
norm. The recognition of a
plurality of approaches to
muckraking has yet to take place.
In many of the most influential
books in journalism studies, the
muckrakers are treated as a unified
force. In Deciding What’s News,
Herbert Gans wrote that modern
journalism’s values emerged from
the muckrakers of the Progressive
Era. “The values [of the
muckrakers] signify and maintain a
proud chapter in American
journalism, for during the
Progressive period, journalists
achieved a level of power and
influence in American life” they
have rarely held since.43 Many
10
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journalism historians would agree
that the muckrakers deeply
influenced American journalism
and played an important role in
many Progressive Era reforms, yet
to speak about the muckrakers as
a singular force, sharing common
journalistic values, and having a
singular influence, is misleading.
While all muckrakers were
involved in exposure and
investigation, they differed,
sometimes drastically, in how they
exposed. Beyond investigating
wrongdoing—which is an
important commonality—they
didn’t share similar journalistic
means or similar political ends. To
better understand both the
Progressive Era and investigatory
journalism, we should see
muckraking as a tradition that is
composed of diverse and often
times clashing journalistic
approaches, as opposed to a
singular monolithic muckraking
tradition. Just like the disparate
strands of the Progressive
movement, the journalists who
have been labeled as muckrakers
did not share a common
understanding of who they were
or what they wanted out of
journalism.
I want to be careful not to
overstate my critique of the
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historiography of the muckrakers;
few if any historians depicted the
muckrakers as a completely
undifferentiated mass, and every
movement is made up of an array
of groups and perspectives.
Instead, my argument is that the
generalized “muckraker” label has
overwhelmed the significant
differences that existed between
the muckrakers. My point is not to
reject the muckraker label, but
instead it is to recognize that the
dominant interpretations of the
muckrakers have focused on their
journalistic similarities, while only
recognizing their journalistic
differences in passing. This is
understandable; to put the
multitude of historical facts into
some discernable order it is
necessary for historians to
generalize and label. Thomas
Hobbes’ maxim, that “Nothing in
the world is universal but names,
for the things named are every one
of them individual and singular,”44
is worth keeping in mind, while
still recognizing that labels and
generalizations are necessary for
historians to usefully discuss the
past. Yet, after more than a
century of describing the
muckrakers as “crusading” (or
“moderate”) journalists who wrote
“pure sensationalism” (or “literary
11
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realism”), we need to move
beyond a single generalized term
and a search for a central essence
of the muckraking movement, and
see muckraking as a pluralistic
tradition that was (and is)
composed of diverse and often
times clashing journalistic
approaches.

How (not) to create a
deliberative and cooperative
public opinion

Journalists do not simply
uncover and transmit facts and
other information to the public—
their work is part of the process
that gives facts meaning.45
Journalists pass on an
epistemology or a way of deciding
what to believe about the world—
a method for separating truth and
falsehood—and a model for
discussing and debating public
affairs. As anyone who has been in
an argument knows, there is a vast
difference between someone who
shares their ideas with humility,
understanding, reference to
supporting evidence, and an
acceptance that there are multiple
ways of looking at an issue, versus
someone who is full of outrage
and certainty, or someone whose
ideas are so insulated by
ideological dogma and the
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language of partisan battle that
they refuse to consider anyone
else’s perspective. The reason it is
important to distinguish between
different types of muckraking is
because using a single muckraker
label ignores these differences in
communication and their
influence on public discourse.
As both Walter Lippmann46
and John Dewey47 have argued—
in different ways—the character
and quality of journalism is crucial
for the politics and public opinion
of any age. In “A Test of the
News,” Liberty and the News, Public
Opinion, and The Phantom Public,
Lippmann was primarily
concerned with the publics’ and
journalists’ inabilities to form
accurate pictures of the world, but
he was also concerned with the
method in which those pictures
were formed. When journalists
romanticize complex issues into
simplified stories of good versus
evil, or attempt to satisfy readers’
(or their own) whims and
prejudices, Lippmann feared the
public would incorporate a similar
approach to their own thinking.
Whether the character of public
opinion was rigorous, Socratic,
and self-examining, or whether it
was undisciplined, selfaggrandizing, and full of
12
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exaggeration and gross
simplification, would depend, in
part, on the method and tone of
the press.48
While Dewey was also
concerned about the veracity of
the information journalists shared,
he was more concerned with the
problem of how to develop a
sense of community, and how to
integrate an individual’s identity
and self-interest into the broader
society. This was especially
challenging in a diverse nation that
stretched thousands of miles and
was inhabited by hundreds of
millions of citizens. In The Public
and Its Problems, Dewey argued that
journalists should not only supply
the public with accurate, verifiable
information, but should also help
citizens from “different groups
interact flexibly and fully in
connection with other groups”
and learn to see how their
seemingly isolated interests were
actually intertwined with broader
social interests.49 To overcome
regionalism, tribalism, and
absolutism in public opinion,
journalists had the lofty task of
facilitating a national dialogue that
helped build understanding,
tolerance, and cooperation
between different groups. In
Freedom and Culture, Dewey wrote,
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the “Democratic method is …
public discussions carried on … in
legislative halls … in the press,
private conversations and public
assemblies.”50 He argued that the
more citizens participated in the
democratic methods of
“consultation, persuasion,
negotiation, communication, [and]
cooperative intelligence” then the
greater their skill and capacity
would be in these areas.51
“Majority rule” on its own, “is as
foolish as its critics charge,” wrote
Dewey. It is through “discussion,
consultation and persuasion” that
it can become intelligent and
compassionate, or at least less
foolish and cruel.52 For a society
to become democratic, citizens
need to learn how to see the world
from perspectives which are
different from their own, and to
develop the habits of deliberative
and cooperative public discourse.
This is where the method of
journalism becomes crucial. If
journalists model a public debate
based on name calling and outrage
that is quick to place blame, and
purposefully distorts the views of
their opponents, then deliberative
and cooperative public discussion
becomes nearly impossible.
Similarly, if journalists only share
evidence that supports one
13

Media History Monographs 21:1

particular interpretation, even if it
is done with civility, the public will
still lack the knowledge to see an
issue from another’s perspective.
When we group together, under
the generalized term “muckraker,”
journalists whose approach, tone,
epistemological outlook, and use
of evidence was so drastically
different, we fail to recognize the
varied ways journalists can impact
public opinion. Our limited
terminology hinders our ability to
discuss the type of journalism we
had in the past or that we have
today.
This paper is built around
two main premises. The first,
already stated, is that the type of
journalism influences public
opinion. Some forms of
journalism breed tribalism and
resentment, while others help us
understand complex issues, or give
us better insights into those who
see the world differently.
Journalists often give us the words
we use to discuss political issues,
and their tone and framing—
whether angry and volatile, or
moderate and respectful—are
crucial for the solidarity and
wellbeing of a society. Of course,
it is not a one-to-one relationship,
but the character of journalism
influences the character of public
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opinion. During the Progressive
Era, what the public was reading
influenced how they viewed the
trust question, the labor question,
the race question,53 and a host of
other issues ranging from
urbanization and the
commoditization of goods, to
food and drug safety and the use
of natural resources.
If the first premise has to do
with the relationship between the
type of journalism and the
character of public opinion, the
second has to do with the
relationship between the language
of history and public opinion. By
this I mean that our understanding
of journalism today is intertwined
with our understanding of
journalism history, and with the
language that we have developed
throughout history to talk about
the role of journalism in society.
Part of my argument is that
historians have often failed to
distinguish between radical
ideologically driven muckraking,
one-sided partisan muckraking,
sensationalized self-promotional
muckraking, and balanced
muckraking that promotes a
deeper and multifaceted
understanding of an issue. All are
housed under the muckraker label.
If we agree with the first premise,
14
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that the type of journalism impacts
the type of public debate a society
will have, then classifying different
types of investigative journalism
under the broad muckraker label
hides essential journalistic
differences that influence the
quality of public debate and the
strength of social cohesion.
Instead of seeing
muckraking as a distinct type of
journalism that is separate from
other journalistic traditions—such
as, respectively, the partisan press
that emerged in the Colonial Era
and the early republic, the more
politically neutral press that began
to take root with the rise of the
“penny press” in the 1830s, the
radical abolitionist press
surrounding the Civil War, the
yellow press in the late nineteenth
century, and the more “objective”
minded professional press that
developed later in the twentieth
century—I view remnants of these
journalistic traditions as existing
within the muckraking of the
Progressive Era. There was yellow
muckraking just as there was more
restrained and neutral muckraking,
which I have called realist
muckraking, along with radical
ideological muckraking, and
partisan prosecutorial muckraking.
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Four Shades of Muckraking:
Realist, Prosecutorial, Yellow,
and Radical

During the Progressive Era,
muckraking that appeared in
nationally distributed magazines
addressed a need that had
previously been fulfilled by local
journalists and even citizens
themselves. In the eighteenth and
early nineteenth century, society
was far more centered around the
local community. While there were
national and international issues,
many of the problems citizens had
to solve were local in origin. The
economy was made up of small
local businesses and a
community’s politicians were
reasonably accessible. If a
politician absconded with the
money for a new bridge, or if a
butcher shop sold spoiled meat, it
was relatively easy for citizens to
figure out what went wrong.
During the Civil War and in the
decades after the war, the
provincial nature of American
society went through a rapid and
aggressive transformation. A
largely unregulated nation-wide
economy developed after the
Supreme Court prevented states
from regulating interstate
commerce.54 Cities swelled as
millions of people moved from
15

Media History Monographs 21:1

rural areas.55 Within a matter of
decades, the relative transparency
that existed in small-town America
had vanished. In its place were
massive trust companies,
commodity markets, sprawling
cities, massive industrial factories,
and a politics that was national
instead of local. “The age could
only be comprehended in bulk,”
wrote Robert Wiebe.56 Giant
monopolies—located in big cities
or even overseas—dictated terms
to the public on everything from
the cost of jute bagging and rope,
to railroad rates and the price of
sugar and oil. Society was no
longer apparent to its itself—
hidden from its citizens.57 The vast
impersonal forces that touched the
lives of nearly every American
were largely hidden from sight.
“The facts have changed,” wrote
John Dewey in 1916. “We are part
of the same world as that in which
Europe exists and into which Asia
is coming. Industry and commerce
have interwoven our destines. To
maintain our older state of mind is
to cultivate a dangerous illusion.”58
A critical question for
Progressives, including the
muckrakers, was whether
democratic ideals could be
transformed to fit an industrialized
nation. That is, in this new
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environment could the average
citizen understand and make wise
decisions regarding the issues that
affected society? Muckraking
attempted to function as the
peoples’ eyes and ears in this new
industrial age—allowing readers to
imagine the massive oil refineries
of Standard Oil, the meat packing
plants of Chicago, the mines of
Amalgamated copper, the hidden
corporate structure and the
backroom deals of trust
companies, “the octopus” of
railroads stretching all over the
country, and a host of other
distant and hidden forces.59
The challenges of
globalization, urbanization, and
industrialization were not merely
theoretical test for democracy, and
muckraking was not born out of
readers’ mild curiosities about the
changes their country was going
through. Many farmers, laborers,
and small businesspeople were
hurting and opportunity seemed
to be shrinking. At the same time,
a select few amassed astounding
fortunes, greater than the world
had ever known. It is no
coincidence that muckraking and
the Progressive Era followed the
outrage of the failed Populist
movement and the economic
downturn in the mid-1890s.
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Muckraking gave readers a
backstory for how and why these
social and economic changes were
taking place. As Walter Lippmann
wrote, muckraking “arose because
the world has been altered
radically, not because Americans
fell in love with honesty” and
exposure.60
The start of the muckraking
movement is typically traced back
to the January 1903 issue of
McClure’s Magazine when Ida
Tarbell, Ray Stannard Baker, and
Lincoln Steffens wrote articles on
corruption in business, labor, and
government, respectively.61 In an
editorial, editor S. S. McClure
identified the common element in
the three articles, writing that all
could have fallen under the title
“The American Contempt of
Law.”62 The three articles had
much in common. Not only did
they all expose corruption, but
each of them identified
documentary evidence, avoided
the melodramatic “red-hot
invective” that was common to
that era,63 took a detached tone,
and told multi-sided stories that
represented diverse points of view.
As sales of McClure’s swelled,
more than a dozen other national
magazines, including Cosmopolitan,
Collier’s, Everybody’s, The Independent,

Klein

Pearson’s, Hampton’s, Success, The
American Magazine, Leslie’s, Appeal
to Reason, Ladies’ Home Journal,
World’s Work, Review of Reviews, and
The Arena, started putting
resources towards the “literature
of exposure.” From 1903 to 1912
there were approximately 2,000
investigative journalism articles
published.64
In Public Opinion, Lippmann
famously wrote that we "live in
the same world, but we think and
feel in different ones."65 One of
the many reasons we perceive the
world differently is because we get
our news from different
journalists, each of whose method
of storytelling is unique, and this
influences the way we construct
reality. In a society where citizens’
experience public affairs firsthand,
there will be differences between
perspective and interpretation, but
our senses—namely our eyes and
ears typically work in similar ways
to each other’s. But, as citizens’
understanding of their society
became more mediated through
journalism and other forms of
mass communication, the
consequences of different types of
journalism became more
significant. It is not only a
different picture of reality that is
passed on to readers, but a
17
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different set of news values and a
different type of epistemology—
or method of making sense of the
world—that is passed on. News
values and epistemology are rarely
explicit features of a news story,
but are instead indirectly passed
on to the public through the way a
news story is told.66 “By selecting,
highlighting, framing, shading, and
shaping in reportage” journalists
“create an impression that real
people—readers and viewers—
then take to be real and to which
they respond in their lives,” wrote
historian Michael Schudson.67
Some muckrakers, who I
classify as realist muckrakers,
followed the moderate and
evidence-based style of Tarbell,
Baker, and others at McClure’s.
They presented multiple
perspectives, avoided editorializing
and explicitly inserting their
personal values and opinions into
their reporting, and shunned
attack journalism, name calling,
sensationalism, or the direct
advocacy of a specific policy,
party, or ideology. They placed
understanding an issue ahead of
advocating for change. The realist
muckrakers could be seen as the
forebears of the more professional
journalists of the mid-20th century
who tried to follow an “objective”
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journalistic method, though the
realist muckrakers were more
dramatic storytellers, placing them
closer to the tradition of literary
realism.68
Prosecutorial muckrakers, many
of whom were trained as lawyers,
included journalists Mark Sullivan
and Samuel Hopkins Adams.
Unlike the realists, the prosecutors
did not claim neutrality or
disinterestedness, and instead
openly sought to convince the
reader to adopt a particular
perspective. They made personal
attacks and were largely one sided
in their presentation of evidence.
While the prosecutorial
muckrakers were often partisan,
they were far more independent
and honest than many of the
journalists of the party press era of
the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century. Nonetheless,
the prosecutorial muckrakers
could be understood as more
educated and financially
independent descendants of the
partisan journalists of the early
republic.
Yellow muckrakers such as
David Graham Phillips and
Thomas Lawson wrote with a
hyperbolic sensationalism and
knack for publicity that came out
of the “yellow journalism” of the
18
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Pulitzer and Hearst era of the
1890s. They ridiculed their
opponents, filling pages with name
calling. Sometimes their charges
were backed up with verifiable
evidence, and at other times the
charges were simply asserted
without evidence. For the yellow
muckrakers, greed was a
“cannibalistic money-hunger,”
governmental corruption was
sinful “treason,”69 and poverty was
the “strangled, mangled,
sandbagged wrecks of human
hopes.”70 The yellow muckrakers
mixed emotionally charged
language with popular prejudices
and a touch of self-promotion.71
Radical muckrakers such as
Charles Edward Russell and
Upton Sinclair advocated like
ideological activists or preachers.
Like the yellow muckrakers, they
often used overblown language
and stretched their conclusions
beyond the reach of their
evidence, but the radicals were
guided by a firmly-held ideology.72
They used their ideology to makes
sense of the information they
uncovered, and they wrote with a
moral certainty and zeal that had
similarities to the abolitionist
journalism in the decades before
the Civil War.
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The purpose of identifying
four types of muckraking instead
of one is not to replace a
historiographic framing based on
one central essence with a
historiography of four central
essences. Instead, I will follow the
advice of philosopher Karl
Popper, who argued that
historians should avoid altogether
a search for a central essence and
instead look for external patterns
that can be measured empirically.73
Each type of muckraking is the
result of looking at observable
features in a piece of journalism. A
journalist’s epistemology and
values “are rarely explicit and must
be found between the lines—in
what actors and activities are
reported or ignored and in how
they are described.”74
The following section
attempts to uncover the
epistemological values that are
implicitly passed on to readers by
some of the most influential
muckrakers from the Progressive
Era. The four types of muckraking
were developed by looking at the
most prominent muckraking
articles and books, and analyzing
the differences between the
method, language, use of evidence,
and style of each, and then
inductively categorizing the
19
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muckrakers into four types. The
archetypes were selected because
they best exemplified the differing
epistemologies and methods of
each type of muckraking. In these
four categories, I am not looking
for what is purely unique about
each journalist, but in the words
of Edward Hallett Carr, “what is
general in the unique”75 or what
distinguishes one category of
muckraker from the next.
While focusing on the
differences between each type of
muckraking, I don’t want to sand
off inconvenient imperfections to
give the illusion that each
journalist fits perfectly into my
typology. This is why I have
included examples of muckraking
that didn’t fit a given
classification—for instance, I
highlight the select articles where
Tarbell and Baker let their
opinions come to the forefront
and muckraked more like
prosecutorial muckrakers as
opposed to realists.
My analysis of each
muckraker and their work is
guided by questions related to a
journalist’s method, tone, and
epistemological outlook. Does the
journalist share evidence that
justifies their conclusions, or does
he or she simply tell a story
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without pointing to verifiable
evidence? How does the journalist
evaluate the relative sturdiness of
documentary evidence (when it
exists)? Does the journalist cite
more neutral expert opinions, or
the opinions of self-interested
political elites? Are
unsubstantiated rumors given
central prominence? Whose
perspective is shared and how is it
shared? Are alternative
perspectives given a fair hearing?
What sort of language is used—
passionate and angry diatribes or
more disinterested and moderate
language? Does the journalist
share her or his own opinions or
do they stay more detached and
neutral? When the journalist
shares her or his opinion, is it
done explicitly or is it disguised as
fact? Are opinions boldly stated
with certainty or are they
presented as one possible
interpretation among many? Does
the journalist provide a solution to
the problem she or he has
presented, or is it left up to the
audience to decide what should be
done? Does a journalist explicitly
probe or question their own
conclusions? Is a conclusion about
what a story means stated before
the evidence is given, or does the
evidence precede the conclusion?
20
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And, does the journalist help the
reader understand an event or an
individual, or does she or he try to
persuade the audience to adopt
the journalist’s beliefs? The way
questions like these are
maneuvered, not only shapes the
Language
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way a reader imagines an event,
but also
reveals the type of journalism that
is being practiced. Below is an
outline of the main characteristics
in my analysis of the muckrakers.

Justification Perspective Confidence

Passionate, Opinion
extreme,
without
name calling pointing to
verifiable
evidence

One-sided,
simplistic
(good vs.
evil)

Dispassionat Verifiable
e, moderate, evidence,
respectful
probing
strength of
evidence

Multi-sided, Opencomplex,
minded,
nuanced
acknowledges
limits, shares
opinions with
humility

REALIST MUCKRAKERS
Throughout her life Ida Tarbell
couldn’t help but question her
beliefs. After learning about the
scientific method as a student, she
began to doubt her faith in
Christian creationism. She would
not jump to a conclusion even
when considering an issue that

Closedminded
certainty,
conclusions
are expressed
as if they
were the only
legitimate
interpretation

Solutions

Apparent
Purpose

Journalist
Persuade
provides
audience
solutions to
the problems
they have
described.

It is left up to Understan
the audience d an issue
to decide
what should
be done
about the
problem.

directly affected her life, such as
whether women should have the
right to vote. With a hint of agony
over her position on woman’s
suffrage, she asked: “Why must I
persist in the slow, tiresome
practice of knowing more about
things before I had an opinion?”76
Biographer Kathleen Brady
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described Tarbell’s journalism as
following a “scholarly method”
that resembled “the historian’s
pedantry, the journalist’s instinct,
and the friendly guile of one
seeking help.”77 Everett E. Dennis
wrote that Tarbell was “a more
rigorous and systematic journalist
than almost anyone before or
since,” and she “brought the rigor
of scientific inquiry and a
penchant for facts and accuracy.”78
This questioning mindset sent
Tarbell on a five-year investigation
of Standard Oil for McClure’s
Magazine that yielded nineteen
articles, totaling over 700 pages.
While other muckrakers, like
Henry D. Lloyd had written about
Standard Oil in a one-sided and
moralizing fashion,79 Tarbell
attempted to understand
Rockefeller and his oil monopoly,
and only reluctantly—and
humbly—passed judgment.
Tarbell’s refusal to openly take
sides led to criticism from some
reformers. Lloyd, who had written
a scathing history of Standard Oil
a decade earlier, began telling
people that she had been duped by
Standard’s corporate publicity. In
another instant, Mark Twain joked
that she had been bought off by
Rockefeller after Tarbell published
the findings of an independent
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lawyer she had hired to evaluate
the legal cases against Standard.
The lawyer found that in one
instance related to the accusation
of Vacuum Oil Works, the judge
who indicted Standard Oil had
been wrong.80
Tarbell routinely cited
specific technical and financial
information, drawing on
thousands of pages of federal and
state investigations, legal filings,
and court transcripts, and quoted
from authoritative sources, such as
the Hepburn Committee. She
even worked with Standard Oil
executive Henry Rogers, who
provided her with information in
order to represent Standard’s
perspective.81 “The more we
talked, the more at home I felt
with him and the more I liked him
[Rogers]” wrote Tarbell. “Finally
we made our compact. I was to
take up with him each case in their
history .... He was to give me
documents, figures, explanations,
and justifications—anything and
everything which would enlarge
my understanding.”82
In “The Rise of the Standard
Oil Company,” Tarbell chronicled
Rockefeller’s upward mobility
from a fruit-seller on Cleveland’s
docks to the head of the largest oil
monopoly in the world. Writing
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with thoughtfulness and even
signs of respect, Tarbell portrayed
Rockefeller as a talented and
disciplined businessman who, with
a “steadfastness of purpose,”
relished achieving the highest
efficiency in all aspects of his
business.83 Where other
muckrakers, such as Sinclair,
Phillips, Lawson, and Will Irwin
waxed poetically about the
unquenched greed of a politician
or a businessman, Tarbell
dispassionately explained how
Rockefeller “pointed out in detail
and with gentleness, how
beneficent the scheme really was”
to the independent oil refiners he
was incorporating into his trust.
Within three months of
consolidating Cleveland’s oil
industry, Rockefeller had taken
over twenty-one of twenty-six
refiners and controlled one-fifth
of the oil refining in the United
States.84
Throughout her journalistic
narrative Tarbell was able to bring
out the intensity and the anger
that independent oil refiners felt
toward Rockefeller, but not at the
expense of demonizing the oil
trust or the railroads. In Tarbell’s
January 1903 article, “The Oil War
of 1872,” she carefully explained
to readers that Rockefeller “knew
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that the railroad was a public
carrier, and that its charter forbade
discrimination”—they were
required to charge all freight the
same rate—but “he knew that the
railroads did not pretend to obey
the laws governing them, [and]
that they regularly granted special
rates and rebates to those who had
large amounts of freight.”85 While
Lloyd (1894)86 and Russell (1905)87
filled pages with vitriol and
condemnation of the railroad
rebates as an evil conspiracy,
Tarbell made clear that “in all
branches of business the heaviest
buyer got the best rate” and
Rockefeller simply bargained with
the railroads “as you could with a
man carrying on a strictly private
business depending in no way on a
public franchise.”88
Tarbell was ultimately critical
of Rockefeller’s use of the rebates,
and of his failure to apply his
Christian morality to his business
practices. But she did not
demonize him. She instead offered
a justification for his cutthroat
business practices: “Mr.
Rockefeller knew that if he did not
get rebates, somebody else would”
as they “were for the wariest, the
shrewdest, the most persistent. If
somebody was to get rebates, why
not he? This point of view was no
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uncommon one. Many men held
it.”89
Tarbell also tried to
understand the railroad’s
perspective, passing on their claim
that the railroads only agreed to
the rebates because they were told
that all oil refiners would be
allowed to join Rockefeller’s trust.
Tarbell’s inclination was to bring
out complexity and share multiple
perspectives, as opposed to
preaching a clear-cut story of good
versus evil.
Tarbell’s July 1903 article
“The Real Greatness of the
Standard” was not a sarcastic title.
The article described Standard Oil
as employing men of “intelligence
and superiority” who competed to
improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of their department.
She shares glowing accounts of
Rockefeller’s greatness, citing W.
H. Vanderbilt, who told the
Hepburn Commission that he
“never came in contact with a
class of men as able as they [the
Standard Oil men] are in their
business.”90 Nearly the entire
article is devoted to Rockefeller’s
business greatness.
While it is clear that Tarbell
believes in business conducted on
the basis of fair, ethical, and lawful
competition, her criticism of
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Rockefeller and Standard Oil
highlighted specific wrongdoings,
namely the rebate, which gave
Standard Oil its advantage over
every other oil refiner. She was
also willing to attempt to share
perspectives different from her
own in a way that clarified the
disagreement.91
Very often people … who
are willing to see that Mr.
Rockefeller has employed
force and fraud to secure his
ends, justify him by
declaring, ‘It’s business.’
That is, ‘it’s business’ has
come to be a legitimate
excuse for hard dealing, sly
tricks, special privileges. It is
a common enough thing to
hear men arguing that the
ordinary laws of morality do
not apply in business.92
In the concluding article of
the series, published in the
October 1904 issue of McClure’s,
Tarbell did write as a cautious
advocate for change. She
questioned those who viewed
business as being outside the
realm of morality, and worried
what this view would do to the
broader ethics of the nation: “The
freight clerk who reports the
independent oil shipments for a
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fee of five or ten dollars a month
is probably a young man, learning
his first lessons in corporate
morality,” wrote Tarbell. She was
appalled that “so large a body of
young men in the country are
consciously or unconsciously
growing up with the idea that
business is war and that morals
have nothing to do with its
practice.” In the concluding
paragraphs of the nineteen-part
series, Tarbell engaged in careful
and understated advocacy. “What
are we doing to do about it? …
We the people of the United
States … must cure whatever is
wrong in the industrial situation,
typified by this narrative of the
growth of the Standard Oil
Company.”93
Long after her series had
been compiled into a best-selling
book, Tarbell recalled in her
memoir that “Everybody in the
office… began to say, ‘After the
[Standard Oil] book is done you
must do a character sketch of Mr.
Rockefeller.’ I was not keen for
it.”94 Despite her hesitation, she
did it anyway. In her July and
August, 1905 two-part character
study of Rockefeller, Tarbell
deviated from her restrained,
humble, and good-natured
muckraking. While she did praise
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his intelligence, thrift, and work
ethic, there was an uncharacteristic
meanness to the profile.
Particularly in the second article,
she ridiculed Rockefeller’s age:
“the oldest man in the world—a
living mummy.” She scrutinized
his physical appearance: “the big
cheeks are puffy, bulging
unpleasantly under the eyes.” And
she speculated about what his
physical appearance said about his
character: “the lips are quite lost,
as if by eternal grinding together
of the teeth—set on something he
would have… Mr. Rockefeller
may have made himself the richest
man in the world, but he has
paid.” 95
Shortly after the articles
came out, Tarbell expressed some
regret. The whole character sketch
was “repugnant … to me
personally,” she wrote. But she
was convinced that Rockefeller’s
personal power and influence over
public affairs warranted a deeper
scrutiny of his character. “It was
just one of those things that had
to be done; there seemed to be no
way for me to get around it,” she
wrote. “A man who possesses this
kind of influence cannot be
allowed to live in the dark. The
public not only has the right to
know what sort of man he really
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is; it is the duty of the public to
know.”96
In the character sketch and
in the October 1904 conclusion to
the Standard Oil series, Tarbell
crossed the boundaries that
objective journalism sets between
facts and values. While she made
some attempt in these articles to
balance her disapproval of
Rockefeller with praise for his
more admirable qualities, she
momentarily and hesitantly veered
out of the realist muckraking and
into the style of the prosecutorial
muckrakers.
Nonetheless, when taken as
a whole, the vast majority of
Tarbell’s journalism was full of
moderation, humility, and
understanding. The expressed
purpose of journalism for Tarbell
was “making the matter in hand a
little clearer, a little sounder for
those who come after” and not
for projecting her solutions on to
the public. Instead of boldly
seeking to remake the world based
on what she had learned, Tarbell
questioned the universal wisdom
of her own understanding: “In our
eagerness to prove that we have
found the true solution,” Tarbell
wrote in her memoir, “we fail to
inquire why this same solution
failed to work when tried
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before—for it always has been
tried before, even if we in our selfconfidence do not know it.”97 To
the extent that Tarbell used her
journalism to promote reform, she
did so cautiously, without feigning
certainty that she had all the
answers.
Her balanced approach is
evident from the journalism she
took up after her series on
Standard Oil was complete. She
set out to share with readers some
of the positive aspects of
American industrialism. Writing in
The American Magazine, Tarbell
detailed the success of
industrialists like Thomas Lynch
of the Frick Coke Company and
wrote with deep respect for Henry
Ford’s business practices. While
these articles did not have nearly
the impact of Standard Oil articles,
they show that she wanted readers
to have a balanced view of
industrialism.98
Later in life, Tarbell wrote
that many Progressives “wanted
attacks” and “had little interest in
balanced findings.” Echoing
Roosevelt’s muckraking speech,
she wrote that, “in the long run,
the public … would weary of
vituperation” and if reformers
“were to secure permanent results
the [public] mind must be
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convinced.”99 When Roosevelt
complained that “lurid” journalism
would “damage … the public
mind” and that “hysterical
sensationalism” was the “poorest
weapon … to fight for lasting
righteousness,” he and Tarbell
were in full agreement.100
There is near consensus
among historians that Tarbell’s
journalism was rigorous, fair,
moderate in tone, and of the
highest quality. John Tebbel and
Mary Ellen Zucherman wrote that
Tarbell’s “research was thorough,
her writing sober, and the end
result was an inexorable march of
facts that showed how Standard
Oil conducted its business. But
she was also fair.”101 Peter Lyon,
the biographer of McClure’s editor,
S. S. McClure, wrote that Tarbell’s
journalism was “the bestgrounded, most careful, most
substantial” of all the muckrakers.
Another biographer, Robert C.
Kochersberger Jr. described
Tarbell as a “sociologist,”
sometimes her work was
“drowning in facts” but it
displayed an “‘objectivity and
professional detachment.’”102
Nonetheless, Tarbell has been
classed under the same
muckraking label as one-sided,
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attacking, melodramatic,
ideological, muckrakers.
If the essence of the realist
muckrakers was to place
understanding a phenomenon ahead
of persuading the reader to adopt a
particular belief, then Ray
Stannard Baker was the ideal
realist muckraker. His approach
was typified in an exchange with
the radical Jack London, who
wanted to convince Baker to
become a socialist. Baker replied
that he could not accept any
ideology since he had “only begun
to look at the world” and wanted
“to see it all more clearly and
understand it” before he came to
any conclusions. “The difference
between us,” wrote Baker, “lay
probably in the fact that he
wanted to reform me, and I did
not want to reform him.” Instead
of persuading, Baker saw his job
as helping people understand each
other so “they can live together
peaceably, even in a crowded
world.”
What seemed to me then the
supreme problem
confronting mankind was
the art of living in a crowded
world. The part I could best
play in it as a writer … was
to become a “maker of
understandings.” I was to
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help people understand
more clearly and completely
the extraordinary world they
were living in—all of it,
without reservations or
personal prejudices—and in
the process to make them
understand one another,
which I considered the
fundamental basis for the
democratic way of life.103
Baker was not entirely
immune from sensationalism and
incivility. His early journalism for
the Chicago Record covering Coxey’s
Army—the 1894 march of
unemployed workers—ridiculed
Jacob Coxey’s and Carl Brown’s
protest as “the laughing stock of
the nation.” But, over many weeks
of covering the march, Baker
slowly learned to see the protest as
a more serious and legitimate
expression of “dissatisfaction
among the laboring classes” and a
“movement [that] must be looked
on as something more than a huge
joke.” It appears that Baker
learned to see the oddball
protestors with sensitivity and
care; in his private notebooks
around this time, Baker wrote,
“The more a nation is civilized,
the more generously it listens to
the voice of the minority.”104
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After months of covering
Coxey’s Army, Baker began
writing articles about British
journalist and reformer William T.
Stead and Stead’s popular book, If
Christ Came to Chicago. With moral
outrage, Stead criticized the
wealthiest men in Chicago,
comparing them to the
moneychangers of the New
Testament. Stead wrote with
sweeping certainty. “I always jump
to conclusions: I never ponder,”
he told Baker.105 Baker reflected
on their difference in styles:
I was not at all satisfied with
Stead’s answers to the
problems he saw so clearly,
nor yet Coxey’s. It did not
seem to me that either of
them understood what the
fundamental conditions
really were, or the difficulty
of meeting them. I did not
[understand them] myself.106
In series of articles for
World’s Work,107 Baker met with
labor organizers, Samuel
Gompers, Eugene Debs, and John
Mitchell, and he visited labor
meetings and picket lines. He also
met with financiers J.P. Morgan
and Charles Schwab and “worked
hard and long to try to
understand, thoroughly and
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honestly, what they were trying to
do and why, and what things
looked like to them.”108
The conflict between capital
and labor created a conflict in
understanding within Baker:
As a reporter I could and did
set down, as facts, what I
saw: but I could not, in the
least degree, make up my
mind what ought to be done
… At times I found my
sympathies going out
strongly to the starving
strikers in Pullman, … What
other remedy had they to
meet injustice and
oppression except to strike?
… And yet, when I saw
huge mobs running wild,
defying the officers of the
law, attacking non-union
workers, putting the torch to
millions of dollars worth of
property—I was still more
perplexed.109
In Liberty and the News (1920)
Lippmann argued that journalists
had taken over the role of
“thinking” for the public and
sacrificed truth and fairness in
order to persuade the public.
Instead of being disinterested
carriers of information, journalists
made political calculations on the
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possible impact of their story, and
then cherrypicked their evidence
and exaggerated their
interpretation in order to influence
public opinion. He thought they
put their own conceptions of
“national interest” ahead of
trusting the public with a wide and
varied description of events. This
appears to be true for other types
of muckraking, but the nuanced,
multi-sided journalism of realist
muckrakers defied this pattern of
discourse by trusting the public
with as full a picture of the facts as
they could obtain. Baker, Tarbell
and other realists believed there
were no absolutes in
interpretation, and to imagine that
one’s interpretation was irrefutably
perfect, leaving no space for no
other explanations, was either
shortsighted or self-interested.
PROSECUTORIAL
MUCKRAKERS
The prosecutorial muckrakers,
unlike the realist muckrakers,
didn’t seek neutrality and they
were not interested in
accommodating a wide variety of
perspectives. Instead, they openly
took sides and strongly advocated
for their positions. Mark Sullivan,
Norman Hapgood, C. P.
Connolly, Samuel Hopkins
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Adams, Louis Brandeis (in his
articles for Harper’s Weekly on J.P.
Morgan’s “money trust”),110
William Hard, and to an extent,
Henry D. Lloyd111 followed the
prosecutorial method of
muckraking, building a case on a
one-sided arrangement of
evidence. Sullivan, Adams,
Hapgood, Brandeis, and Lloyd
also had training as lawyers and
their muckraking reflected the
fact-based, but strategically
selected stories a prosecutor
would tell a jury.
Lloyd’s Wealth Against
Commonwealth (1893) was a fierce
moral indictment of Standard Oil,
built on well-documented
evidence. Where Tarbell held her
judgments lightly and presented a
wide variety of perspectives, Lloyd
was one-sided and vilified
Rockefeller, stating that he and his
associates were “sincere as
rattlesnakes” and lacked “the
imagination to concern the pain
they inflict.” Their profits were
“the winnings of speculators in
bread during famine—worse, for
to make money [they] make the
famine.”112 Over 536 pages laced
with painstaking argument, Lloyd
made the case that Standard Oil
was guilty of crimes against the
public.
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Another prosecutorial
muckraker was C. P. Connolly,
who wrote about the activities of
Secretary of the Interior Richard
Ballinger, in what became known
as “the Ballinger Affair.”
Connolly’s likeness to a
prosecutor was evident in the
illustration on the cover of Collier’s
Weekly which showed an
indictment bill issued by the
“Court of Public Morals” in the
case of “The American People
against Richard A. Ballinger.”113 In
the article, titled the “BallingerShyster,” Connolly accused
Ballinger of trying to push through
ownership claims on behalf of J.
P. Morgan for some of the most
valuable mineral deposits in the
world for a paltry $10 an acre.
Connolly presented evidence to
show the guilt of the accused but
offered little defense.
Mark Sullivan’s campaign in
Collier’s against the “Czar” of the
House, Speaker Joseph Cannon,
was, in Sullivan’s own words
“blatantly partisan.” Sullivan also
led an attack to change the rules
that governed the House. During
the debate over the rule change, a
Cannon ally said on the House
floor, “This movement [to change
the House rules] does not
originate in the House of
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Representatives… [but instead at]
the behest of a gang of literary
highwaymen who are entirely
willing to assassinate a reputation
in order to sell a magazine.”
Sullivan reflected in his memoir,
with a bit of discomfort, that
“whatever Cannon and the
standpatters did was evil,” and
“whatever the insurgents did was
good.”114 Like other prosecutors,
Sullivan did not provide readers
with a multi-sided understanding
of the politicians or businessmen
he exposed and instead presented
one-sided evidence that supported
his conclusions.
Even though the
prosecutorial muckrakers took
sides, they still placed evidence
ahead of emotion, sensationalism,
and ideology. They followed a
restrained structure that
resembled, to a degree, the
confines of a courtroom. The
future Supreme Court Justice
Louis Brandeis’ series of articles
on the “Money Trust” for Harpers
Weekly strongly fit the
prosecutorial mold. He arranged
his evidence to fit his indictment
against J. P. Morgan and his
bankers. Brandeis charged that
Morgan had purposefully
restricted competition in a host of
industries by investing “other
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people’s money” in companies
Morgan owned and controlled,
while at the same time telling these
investors he represented their
interests. To make this argument,
Brandeis drew heavily on expert
testimony, frequently quoting the
Pujo Committee.115 Brandeis’s
writing offered little or no defense
on the side of Morgan and
associates.
If McClure’s was the main
forum for realist muckrakers like
Tarbell and Baker, then Collier’s
was the publication for
prosecutorial muckrakers.116
Collier’s editor Norman Hapgood
reflected in his memoir that “the
opportunity to get into a fight has
always been one of the
temptations most difficult … to
resist”117—a sentiment that would
be at odds with a realist
muckraking editor like S. S.
McClure who cared more about
telling an interesting story. The
prosecutors could also be labeled
as editorial muckrakers, for many
of them, like Hapgood and
Sullivan, often worked on the
opinion side of their magazines, as
opposed to the news side. Their
goal was not to share their broad
understanding with readers; they
didn’t take their evidence to
independent authorities and they
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didn’t attempt to separate their
opinions from the facts they
presented. Instead they sought to
convince readers to adopt their
perspective and support their
proposed reforms.
YELLOW MUCKRAKERS
In Drift and Mastery (1914),
Lippmann commented, in a
chapter titled “The Themes of
Muckraking,” that “The sense of
conspiracy and secret scheming
which transpire is almost uncanny.
‘Big Business,’ and its ruthless
tentacles, have become the
material for the feverish fantasy of
illiterate thousands thrown out of
kilter by the rack and strain of
modern life.” Lippmann saw
some, but not all, forms of
muckraking as playing to popular
prejudice against big business.
“Even though the most intelligent
muckrakers have always insisted
the picture [of mass conspiracy]
was absurd,” wrote Lippmann, it
still gained popularity and became
a staple of muckraking.118 One of
the most prominent prompters of
conspiratorial thinking was
Thomas Lawson.
Lawson was the
quintessential yellow muckraker of
the time. His articles were a
mixture of emotionally charged
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and exaggerated language,
dramatic conspiracy, salesmanship,
and personal attacks on his
enemies, with only a pinch of
verifiable evidence. Where a realist
muckraker like Tarbell wrote
about a well-documented
conspiracy like the railroad rebate
in terms that demystified it,
Lawson blurred the line between
evidence, myth, drama, and
opinion.
After a bitter falling out with
Standard Oil over their joint
venture in Amalgamated Copper,
Lawson turned on his former
associates. First, he spread rumors
by placing ads in newspapers
warning “every holder of
Amalgamated stock to sell his
holdings at once before another
crash comes.” In the midst of his
campaign against Standard Oil, the
editor of Everybody’s approached
Lawson to write a “true
confession,” exposing the inside
world of big business. Lawson
agreed to write the story if
Everybody’s agreed to spend
$50,000 advertising the series. Like
the yellow journalists who wrote
for Pulitzer and Hearst in the
1890s, Lawson was well aware of
the influence of promotion and
propaganda, writing “My one
instrument is publicity … It is the
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most powerful weapon in the
world.”119
In “Frenzied Finance,”
Lawson described a series of rules
that Standard Oil lived by; these
included to “keep your mouth
shut” and make all profitable deals
in the name of Standard Oil and
all questionable deals in the name
of a dummy corporation; never
butt heads with the government
for, “Our government is by the
people and for the people, and we
are the people and those people
who are not us can be hired by
us,” and “Always do right. Right
makes might, might makes dollars,
dollars make right, and we have
the dollars.”120 Lawson did not say
how he came up with these rules,
and they appear to be more a
concoction of Lawson’s
dramatization than some sort of
secret rules. Even if true, the
source of the rules is kept
uncertain, hiding the evidential
basis of Lawson’s charges.
Lawson’s article emphasized
the personal characteristics of
Standard Oil’s executives, but
surprisingly John D. Rockefeller
was given only a few lines as the
“ideal money-maker” and being
“machine-like” in character. In
one article Lawson spent the
better part of fifteen-hundred
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words describing Henry Rogers as
“the big brain, the big body, the
Master of ‘Standard Oil.’” The
description of Rogers is oddly
poetic and glorifying, with Rogers
appearing “as tall, as straight, as
well-proportioned, and as supple
as one of the beautiful American
Elms.” Lawson’s lavish
description appeared to veer into
dubious and unusual territory,
spending almost an entire page
describing Rogers eyes (e.g., the
“fiery red and that glinting yellow
which one sees only when at night
the doors of a great, roaring
furnace are opened,” or the “pure
blue of a cloudless late summer
afternoon sky when the bees hum
and the locusts’ drone blend with
the smell of the new-mown hay”).
Lawson framed this odd
description by saying that when
Rogers came in contact with “the
intoxicating spell of dollar making
… he passes under the baleful
influence of ‘The Machine,’” and
with a “cannibalistic moneyhunger” becomes a “ravenous
creature, pitiless as a shark,
knowing of no law of God or
man.”121 The lack of evidence and
this sort of exaggerated imagery
would be almost unthinkable for
both realist and prosecutorial
muckrakers.
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In the final pages of
Lawson’s article, he did turn to
more prosecutorial style when he
described five symbolic
investment “floors” of
Amalgamated Copper. The
ground floor is where stock was
created by the company at a value
of $39,000,000; only Henry Rogers
and William Rockefeller (no
mention of John D. Rockefeller)
were allowed to buy at this level.
A floor a few million dollars
higher was available to the next
class of Standard Oil partners, and
so on up until the public investors,
who were allowed to buy based on
a valuation of $75,000,000,
believing they getting in “at the
ground floor.” This was the crime:
“The public was compelled to pay
$36,000,000 profit to a few
men.”122
One newspaper wrote that
Lawson’s charges had a “curious
mixture of truth, exaggeration and
misrepresentation.”123 Regier
wrote that Lawson “undoubtedly
wished to pay off an old score”
and may have even used “the
sensation [of] his articles … to
advance his personal interests in
the stock market.”124
In the August 1903 issue of
The Atlantic Monthly, George W.
Alger wrote a critique of the
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current “literature of exposure.”
The article appeared as Lawson’s
“Frenzied Finance” was shocking
readers far and wide, and
Everybody’s published Russell’s
series, “The Greatest Trust in the
World” about the “Beef Trust,”
and Appeal to Reason was serializing
The Jungle, and Tarbell’s
uncharacteristically mean-spirited
character study of Rockefeller was
published in McClure’s. The highbrow and elitist Alger had
previously written on the harmful
social aspects of “yellow
journalism”— its “arrogant
boastfulness, mawkish
sentimentality,” its “use of
intimidation rather than …
persuasion,” its “persistent and
systematic distortion of value” and
its “vulgarizing influences on its
readers.”125 Alger saw many of the
similar techniques being applied to
the literature of exposure. In a
comment that almost surely was
directed at Lawson, he wrote that
“Titus Oats and his plot live again
in the amazing historian of
modern finance”—a reference to
an English priest who concocted a
fake a story of a Catholic
conspiracy to assassinate King
Charles II.126 Alger went on to
write:
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These writers do not belong
to that class of social critics
whose purposeful and
devoted studies of economic
conditions, of the history of
business systems, have given
us so many suggestions of
ways and means for
progress.… For [they]
expose, not the
opportunities which create
temptations, but the
individuals who succumb.127
Alger feared what this yellow
exposure would do to public
opinion:
As every teamster knows,
there is a limit to the amount
of extra effort which can be
got out of a horse with a
whip…. It is as important to
the community as it is to the
individual that its capacity
for being shocked with itself
should remain unimpaired.
Nothing worse can happen
to it than to have its moral
cuticle hardened by much
drubbing. The inherent
defect with much of the
literature of exposure is that
it exists merely for the shock
it gives, and is of no further
profit to the community.128
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This statement was fittingly
applied to Lawson and other
yellow muckrakers. It also applied
to some prosecutorial muckrakers
who attacked individual politicians
and corporations without saying
much about the broader political
and economic system. It also fit
Tarbell’s uncharacteristically mean
July, 1905 character sketch of
Rockefeller. But Alger’s critique
did not capture Tarbell’s nineteen
articles on Standard Oil. Tarbell
focused on specific instances of
wrongdoing, but as opposed to
simply bashing Rockefeller, she
repeatedly pointed to the broader
economic conditions and the
“opportunities which create
temptations.”129
Alger’s unease with the more
outlandish forms of the literature
of exposure was similar to
Tarbell’s belief that “vituperation”
and sensationalism would get in
the way of lasting progress.130
Alger worried that “As our
appetite grows jaded and surfeited,
the stories become more
sensational so as to retain our
attention.”131 This would produce
both a moral decline and a
dumbing down of the culture.
Similarly, later in life, Tarbell
would write:
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We were classed as
muckrakers, and the school
had been so commercialized
that the public was
beginning to suspect it. The
public was not as stupid as it
sometimes seems. The truth
of the matter was that the
muckraking school was
stupid. It had lost the
passion for facts in a passion
for subscriptions.132
Lawson’s yellow muckraking
saw public opinion as something
to be excited and manipulated as
opposed to educated. In a private
letter to one of the editors at
Everybody’s, Lawson shared,
perhaps with some sarcasm, his
opinion of the public: “What do I
owe to the gelatine-spined
shrimps? What have the saffronblooded apes done for me?”
Adding, “Forgive me … but the
people, particularly the American
people are a joke.”133 This quote
may give some indication of why
he chose sensational publicity over
even-handed storytelling. After
reading Lawson’s articles, it’s not
clear whether Lawson is pulling
back the curtain or giving a
purposeful distortion of what is
behind the curtain.
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When Roosevelt gave his
muckraker speech, he told
journalist Lincoln Steffens that his
criticism had not been aimed at
Steffens, or his colleagues at
McClure’s, but had instead been
directed at David Graham Phillips
and his hugely controversial series
“The Treason of the Senate.”134 In
an attacking and exaggerated style
Phillips assailed more than a
dozen Senators in his popular
series running in Cosmopolitan. The
majority of Phillips’ attacks did
not go far beyond boldly stated
generalizations about “the
System” or “the Interests.”
Phillips attempted to justify his
lack of specific evidence by
blaming the public’s attention
span. In what is nearly the
opposite of Tarbell’s painstaking
and careful approach to
muckraking, Lawson wrote that
“To relate the treason in detail
would mean taking up bill after
bill and going through it, line by
line, word by word” and “few
among the masses have the
patience to listen to these dull
matters,” wrote Phillips. The
popularity of Tarbell’s nineteenpart series indicated that Phillips
was mistaken about his low
expectations for the masses.135
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In his article on Senator
Aldrich, Phillips filled pages with
emotional and far-sweeping
platitudes, but he did eventually
hone in on a specific issue—the
tariff. He claimed Aldrich changed
the language of the 1890 tariff bill
to enrich the sugar trust by over
three million dollars a year.
Phillips’ strongest use of evidence
came in the final pages when he
shared the testimony of,
somewhat ironically, a Senator
who called for an investigation
into why U.S.-made goods were
one-quarter to 100 percent more
expensive in the U.S. than abroad:
“‘our’ borax, a Rockefeller
product, costs seven and a half
cents a pound here and only two
and a half cents abroad” and
“‘our’ nails, a Rockefeller-Morgan
product, sell here for four dollars
and fifty cents a keg and abroad
for three dollars and ten cents.”136
In these few pages, Phillips
muckraked like a prosecutor—
presenting specific and
authoritative evidence—but this
was a fraction of his article.
Unlike the realist
muckrakers attempts to
understand their antagonist’s
perspective, Phillips wrote that
Aldrich “must laugh as he watches
the American people meekly
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submitting to this plundering.” He
closed the article with a personal
attack, attempting to prod the
reader’s anger:
Has Aldrich intellect?
Perhaps. But he does not
show it …. No, intellect is
not the characteristic of
Aldrich—or any of these
traitors…. A scurvy lot they
are, are they not, with their
smirking and cringing and
voluble palaver about God
and patriotism … He must
laugh at us, grown-up fools,
permitting a handful to bind
the might of our eighty
millions and to set us all to
work for them.137
While there is every
indication that the corruption that
Phillips was writing about was
real, Phillips’ highly emotional and
frenzied tone brought much
scorn, including from his fellow
muckrakers. The prosecutorial
muckrakers at Collier’s saw Phillips’
articles as “one shriek of
accusations based on the
distortion of such facts as were
printed, and on the suppression of
facts which were essential.” He
made “reform odious.” His
muckraking was:
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sensational and moneymaking preying on the
vogue of the ‘literature of
exposure,’ which had been
built up by the truthful and
conscientious work of
writers like Miss Tarbell,
Lincoln Steffens and Ray
Stannard Baker.138
Ida Tarbell also looked at Phillips
journalism as intrinsically different
from her own, writing “Mr.
Phillips always put into his
discussion an emotion and an
imagination which we did not
indulge ourselves much at
McClure’s.”139 The difference
between a yellow muckraker like
Phillips and a realist like Tarbell is
the difference between an angry
and sweeping editorialist and a
careful and neutral investigator. If
we agree that this journalistic
distinction matters then using the
same “muckraker” label for both
fails to tell us what we need to
know about the journalism of the
Progressive Era.
THE RADICAL
MUCKRAKERS
Radical muckrakers, like the
yellow muckrakers, often used
overblown language and stretched
their conclusions beyond the reach
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of their evidence, but the radicals’
muckraking was guided by their
ideology and they wrote to bring
about a revolution. Many
historians have interpreted the
muckrakers as being moderate
middle-class professionals,140 yet
one of the most famous and
influential muckrakers was Upton
Sinclair, an emotional and
eccentric socialist.
Sinclair stood out from
other muckrakers not only
because his most famous
muckraking text was a novel,141
but also because of his bohemian
lifestyle and his personal extremes.
He lived more like an eccentric
artist than an investigatory
journalist, writing in isolation for
fourteen hours a day in a frenzied
manner. Sinclair wrote with the
belief that literature could save the
world, and for that he was willing
to sacrifice himself and others
around him. He lived with his wife
and young son in an isolated cabin
in New Jersey, and one winter
night Sinclair awoke to find his
wife sobbing with a revolver in her
hand: “she had been trying for
hours to get up the courage to put
a bullet into her head,” wrote
Sinclair. He would later write of
the ordeal, “all such scenes were
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practice for the future writing of
The Jungle.”
For three months I worked
incessantly. I wrote with
tears and anguish, pouring
into the pages all that pain
which life had meant to me.
Externally, the story had to
do with a family of
stockyards workers, but
internally it was the story of
my own family.142
The Jungle chronicled the life
of the Jurgis, a Lithuanian
immigrant who arrived in America
strong, smart, and ambitious, but
was ground to a pulp working at
the Chicago stockyards. Jurgis
eventually discovered socialism
and recognized the reason for his
failures—a corrupt and exploitive
capitalist a system.
Far from keeping facts and
values separate, as the realist
attempted to do, or keeping
emotion constrained behind
documentary evidence like the
prosecutors, Sinclair’s values and
emotions were his central
inspiration—the force which gave
facts and his writing meaning and
purpose. His muckraking was
unapologetically subjective. He
wrote from a place that was
unique to him and driven by his
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personality and values—specific
facts were somewhat of an
afterthought to his emotionalism
and passionate advocacy of
socialism. This was clearly evident
in Jurgis’ political awakening.
Broken and homeless, Jurgis
wandered into a socialist meeting
in search of a place to sleep. He
was awakened from his slumber,
both literally and metaphorically,
by the power and sincerity of the
socialist message.
‘Workingmen—comrades!
Open your eyes and look
about you! You have lived
so long in the toil … that
your senses are dulled, your
souls are numbed, but
realize once in your lives this
world in which you dwell—
tear off the rags of its
customs and conventions—
behold it as it is, in all its
hideous nakedness! Realize
it, realize it!’143
The socialist speaker told of
millions of “wage slaves” around
the world “living in misery and
squalor” while the “masters of
these slaves … riot in luxury and
extravagance.” The capitalists did
this, not through superior
productivity but by corrupting the
government, which maintained the
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privileges of the wealthy through
the exploitation of workers.144
Sinclair and other radical
muckrakers were not interested in
exposing a few bad characters, or
advocating for a few moderate
reforms that could improve the
existing economic system. They
wanted to bring the system down.
In The Brass Check, Sinclair turned
his investigative eye on American
journalism, not to show that some
journalists had been bought off by
the rich, but to castigate the entire
capitalistic news industry. He
would have agreed that “The mass
media have never given powerless
Americans the necessary
information to link the ubiquitous
rotten apples to the structure of
the barrel.”145
As a muckraker, Sinclair can
be understood dualistically; when
the subject of his pen was
capitalism or socialism, he was
emotionally charged, highly
ideological, and at times imprecise,
simplistic and sweeping. But he
also could be seen, perhaps
secondarily, as a first-rate
investigator who uncovered
specific facts about the meat
industry. While researching The
Jungle, Sinclair spent seven weeks
living among the stockyard
workers of Chicago. While his
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goal was to tell the story of “wage
slavery,” he also described,
somewhat incidentally, the
revolting conditions of Chicago’s
industrial slaughterhouses. In
graphic detail, Sinclair wrote about
diseased cattle being turned into
canned beef, with boils covering
their bodies that would “burst and
splash foul-smelling stuff into
your face.” Diseased hogs were
turned into sausage and sold to
consumers, including meat riddled
with “tuberculosis” and
“ptomaines—deadly poisons—
which cooking would not kill.”
Sinclair found that knowledge of
selling condemned meat was “an
everyday, matter-of-fact thing
among the men,” but no one
would testify because of fear they
would be “blacklisted” and “never
hired in Packingtown again.”146
Between Sinclair’s two
different muckraking styles, the
passionate provocateurinvestigator who presented
specific information about the
nation’s meat appears far more
effective than the radical
revolutionary, who prescribed
wide-sweeping solutions with the
goal of cutting down capitalism. It
was not Sinclair’s socialist vision
that stirred the nation; it was his
factual statements about the
40

Media History Monographs 21:1

nation’s meat that produced
tangible change.
The Jungle was a shocking
success. President Roosevelt
received 100 letters a day. Sinclair
set up an “amateur publicity
office” and “gave interviews and
wrote statements for the press”
until he was “dizzy.” Sinclair
wrote: “It seemed to me that the
walls for the mighty fortress of
greed were on the point of
cracking; it needed only one push,
and then another, and another.”
About six months later “The Pure
Food and Drug Act” was
passed.147 That a radical socialist
writer could be responsible, in
part, for the creation of a
moderate and bureaucratic reform,
offers clues into the complicated
relationship between journalism
and public opinion. Though
Sinclair was unhappy with the
moderate reform,148 many
historians have considered “the
law a direct product of his
muckraking.”149
Before The Jungle was
serialized in the socialist magazine
Appeal to Reason, it was offered to
Collier’s. Both Robert Collier and
Norman Hapgood thought there
was big commercial potential, but
they rejected it because Sinclair’s
radical muckraking didn’t fit with
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the journalistic style at Collier’s.
Hapgood argued (with a bit of
exaggeration of his own) that
Collier’s had:
a method that is sensation,
but it is our own special kind
of sensation. It is the
sensationalism of telling the
exact truth about important
things—as exact as science
itself. Sinclair’s
sensationalism is of a more
familiar type, the
sensationalism of
exaggeration, … of saying, if
there is blood on the floor
of a slaughterhouse, that it is
an inch thick, when it isn’t.
I’m afraid if we start down
that path we shall lose the
distinct outlines of the
character we have built up.150
Roosevelt may have had Phillips in
mind when he gave his
muckraking speech, but no
muckraker fits the description of a
“wild preacher of unrest” more
than Sinclair.

Conclusion: Democratic culture
and the language of journalism
Why is it important to
recognize the different varieties of
muckraking that existed in the
Progressive Era? There are both
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historiographic and contemporary
political reasons. Historically,
interpreting the muckrakers as
containing different types of
journalism not only adapts itself
better to the wide array of facts
about the muckrakers’ journalism,
but it also opens up new lines of
inquiry.151 For instance, perhaps
the end of the muckraking era
might be partially explained
because of changes in the
character and quality of
muckraking itself. Perhaps
Roosevelt and Tarbell were
correct when they said that “to
secure permeant results the mind
must be convinced” for
sensational journalism would
eventually make the public “weary
of vituperation” (Tarbell) and
“violent emotionalism” would lead
to a “spasm of reform” and then
“exhaustion” (Roosevelt).152 By
paying closer attention to the
values, methods, and epistemology
within journalism, we may be able
to better understand the successes
and failures of reform
movements.153
The contemporary reason is
related to the recent multi-decade
increase in partisanship and
incivility. To understand this
recent degradation of democratic
culture in the U.S., we would

Klein

benefit from paying closer
attention to the ways that
journalism can increase
polarization, extremism, outrage,
and group-think. And conversely,
how other types of journalism can
promote understanding,
moderation, and acceptance of
pluralism. A closer recognition of
the epistemologies, methods, and
tones within journalism can help
us understand the ebb and flow
throughout history of tribalism
and dogmatic absolutism in public
opinion. As journalism becomes
more adversarial—that is more
radical and yellow, and to a lesser
effect, prosecutorial—it naturally
becomes more partisan and
divisive, which pushes the broader
culture in a similar direction. As
much as we may value hard-hitting
oppositional investigative
journalism, the more adversarial
journalism becomes the more it
can resemble partisan debate, and
the easier it can be dismissed by
unthinking political tribalism.
We’ve seen this recently as
politicians neutralize inconvenient
scientific research and welldocumented investigative
journalism, not through reason
and evidence of their own, but by
appealing to partisan loyalties and
attacking the messenger.154 The
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need for investigative journalism is
as critical as ever, but if we want
to avoid investigative journalism
from being seen as another form
of partisanship, we would benefit
from a closer attention to the
tone, language, method, and
underlying epistemology that
journalists use in their stories.
In turn, the language and
labels scholars have often used to
discuss journalism and journalism
history has too often been
ineffective at distinguishing
between “hysterical
sensationalism” and “stern
sobriety and truth.”155 We
understand by contrast. We
cannot easily recognize the
moderation and understanding in
the journalism of a realist like
Baker, without recognizing the
radicalism of a Sinclair, or the
sensationalism of a Phillips. We
need precise terms to help us
make that distinction. While a
shift in language and framing
probably will not bring about an
immediate change in culture or in
politics, as George Orwell stated,
“one can probably bring about
some improvement by starting at
the verbal end.”156
To acknowledge the role of
the present in historical
interpretation is not to fall into the
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trap of “presentism” and judge the
past based on today’s social values.
Historians have acknowledged
that, in some respects, all history is
contemporary, for no historical
facts speak for themselves until
they are selected by the historian
and placed into a context that
gives the facts meaning. As Robert
D. Johnston wrote, “When
historians fight about
Progressivism … they are
struggling over the basic meanings
of American democracy” which, if
we directly accept the influence of
present events on historical
interpretation, “we would not only
advance the study of the past but
… we might improve the practice
of our current politics as well.”157
If the quality of a debate is
directly related to the clarity of the
terms that are used, then some of
the terms we have developed
regarding the role of journalism in
society have not positioned us well
to have a clear and fruitful
discussion. This problem stretches
beyond the use of the term
muckraker. Before continuing to
make a case for why we should
avoid the generalized muckraker
label, and instead add the
qualifying designation: realist,
prosecutorial, yellow, and radical,
I’d like to briefly consider two
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other terms we have used to
evaluate journalism in order to
make a broader case for why we
need to adopt more precise terms.
Over the last century, the
dominant journalistic ideal has
been “objectivity,” which historian
Michael Schudson described as the
strict separation between facts and
values, facts being defined as
verifiable statements about the
world and values defined as an
individual’s subjective “conscious
or unconscious preferences for
what the world should be.” The
belief in objectivity is not based on
the belief that journalists as
individuals are objective. Quite the
opposite, it is based on the belief
that individuals are not objective,
which necessitates a method of
objective reporting to help
journalists overcome their own
subjectivity.158 The belief in
objectivity wrote Schudson, “is a
faith in ‘facts,’ a distrust of
‘values,’ and a commitment to
their segregation”159 As an abstract
concept, this is clear enough, but
as a practical measure for
evaluating journalism,
“objectivity" has failed to be a
useful term for public debate. It
has failed because every piece of
journalism, when measured against
the ideal of objectivity, is found to
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be lacking. While verifiable facts
about the world do exist, any news
story requires a journalist’s value
judgement to select which facts to
include in a story and how to
arrange those facts. Facts require
interpretation and interpretation
requires value judgments. Just as
historians are intrinsically part of
history—they write about events
that shaped the world in which
they live—journalists are part of
the society they write about. A
complete separation between the
investigator and the thing being
investigated is an illusion. Of
course, scholars recognize that
objectivity is a methodological
ideal, and we can try to measure
how close a piece of journalism
gets to that ideal, but that nuance
has not made its way into public
discourse. This leaves us relying
on a term that expresses a
standard that is unachievable.
Without a set of precise
intermediary benchmark terms
that journalists can actually live up
to, even the highest quality
investigative journalism can be,
strictly speaking, accurately
criticized as failing to live up to
the ideal of objectivity. This leaves
us with false equivalences and a
frustrating public discourse that
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fails to help the public understand
the ideals of journalism.
Just as “objectivity” is not an
effective term for distinguishing
between different types of
journalism, many scholars have
argued that the term “fake news”
is an ineffective term, because it
conflates numerous issues.160
Sometimes “fake news” refers to
Russian propaganda. Sometimes it
refers to domestic political
disinformation. “Fake news” can
refer to the “internet shell
game”—a strategic mix of true
stories intertwined with false
stories for the purpose of
confusing the public.161 At other
times “fake news” refers to
completely outlandish rumors or
conspiracy theories. President
Donald Trump has used the term
to undercut news coverage that he
thinks is unfair or harmful to his
own interests, or that uses
anonymous sources. Fake news
can also refer to exaggeration or
sensationalism, or to simple
misinformation—reporting errors
that are later corrected by
newsrooms. Using a single term to
describe multiple and distinct
journalistic issues clouds our
understanding of problems and
harms our ability to find and
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communicate meaningful
solutions.
Just as opponents of reform
used the muckraker label to brand
all investigative journalists as
hysterical, lurid and unreasonable,
much of the distortion around the
term “fake news” is the result of
deliberate acts by political
operatives. As Orwell warned,
“political chaos is connected with
the decay of language” and “the
great enemy of clear language is
insincerity.”162 The debasement of
language can have a profound and
lasting impact on a society, for
when we continue to use terms
that do not have precise meanings
or do not make the distinctions we
need them to make, we run the
risk of turning a serious debate
into confusion and nonsense. The
terms “fake news” and
“muckraker” are both generalized
labels that fail to distinguish
between different types of
journalism. When we can
distinguish between different types
of muckraking by using different
qualifying terms—such as realist,
prosecutorial, yellow, and
radical—and when we can discuss
the failures in journalism without
using the blanket term “fake
news,” and instead use more
precise terms, such as: “implicit
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and explicit bias,” “foreign
propaganda,” “sensationalism,”
“spin,” and “reporting errors”—
then we enhance our ability to
diagnose problems and come up
with useful solutions. The clarity
of our language and the clarity of
our thought are intertwined, and
clear thinking is a necessary part
of political renewal.
The point of this paper is
not to create rigid categories, but
to illuminate the differences in the
type of journalism the muckrakers
created. There are some
muckrakers who do not fit neatly
into any of the four categories.
Lincoln Steffens’ earlier
muckraking on municipal
corruption fits roughly with the
realists—offering a detailed,
detached, and somewhat aloof,
narrative about crime in
Minneapolis, St. Louis, and
elsewhere.163 But after Steffens
was criticized for failing to offer
solutions to the corruption he
exposed, he muckraked more like
a prosecutor, promoting
successful anti-corruption
reformers in a series of articles
and in the book The Upbuilders
(1909).164 Later in his career he
became more revolutionary. After
his 1919 trip to the Soviet Union
Steffens famously stated “I’ve
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seen the future and it works”165—a
statement that is more in line with
the radicals.
Proving the effect of
different types of journalism on
public opinion is beyond the
scope of this article, but a major
premise of this article is that
journalists not only pass on
information, but also pass on an
epistemology—a method or
orientation for understanding
what’s true in the world. In A
Preface to Politics, Walter Lippmann
argued that the way the public was
educated on public affairs was far
more important than the success
or failure of any specific reform.
“What matters the method” the
reformer will cry, “provided the
reform be good? Well, the method
matters more than any particular
reform,” wrote Lippmann.166
With a clear eye, Lippmann
saw that representative democracy
and self-government were not
guaranteed to be moral, just, and
wise. Majority’ rule can be just as
cruel, corrupt, and arbitrary as a
king’s rule. Just as Alexis de
Tocqueville feared that the
tyranny of majority opinion would
be the downfall of America,167
Lippmann wrote that “pure”
democracy—based on the
unrestrained will of the majority—
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“is really brute, inchoate
democracy” that creates the
“foundation of absolutism.” If
questions of public importance
were decided via a popularity
contest carried out through the
mass media, the loudest and the
most charismatic demagogues and
propagandists would likely to
dominate.168 Intelligent and fair
self-government required the
people to “rule in a particular
way.” No “system of checks and
balances would in itself insure
freedom and good government”
and “nothing could save the
nation” from the ills of
democracy, or any other form of
government, “except the restraint
imposed by the virtue of its
citizens.”169 The “supreme social
principle is moderation in all
principles,” wrote Lippmann. In
order to bring about this “change
of the public philosophy” he
called on journalists and political
leaders to adopt “the ancient
wisdom of the humanists—that
excess is the essential
characteristic of vice and that in all
truth, beauty, and goodness there
is proportion, moderation, and
restraint.”170
Based on this principle of
moderation, the realists and the
prosecutorial muckrakers served a
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democratic culture better than the
yellow and radical muckrakers.
When Tarbell tried to explain
Rockefeller’s perspective, or when
a prosecutorial muckraker like
Mark Sullivan, restrained his
critique to the evidence he could
verify, they were practicing a form
of moderation. The same could
not be said of the ideologically
driven muckraking of Sinclair, or
the brash outrage of Phillips.
In addition to moderation,
Lippmann believed that to begin
to see even a small part of the
modern world clearly, we had to
rely on independent scientifically
guided specialists to decipher the
complexities of society. Those
findings had to be shared in sober
and precise language. For, under
the clearest of circumstances, our
interpretations of social events
were far from certain. “The least
hampered minds, the most
imaginative and experienced men,
can only stumble through to
partial explanations,” wrote
Lippmann.171
This attitude of humility,
which Lippmann saw as essential
for a wise and just democracy, was
not manifest by many, or even
most, muckrakers. The yellow
muckrakers employed
exaggeration, drama, and certainty.
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The radical muckrakers also
expressed great certainty about
their political ideology. Neither
were moderate. The prosecutorial
muckrakers—sobered by a
commitment to evidence and
restraint in language, were
moderate, but they still expressed
certainty as they sought to
persuade their readers of the guilt
of their antagonists and the
correctness of their solutions.
They wrote with the air of
sureness, and withheld the facts
and interpretations that undercut
their conclusion. The realist
muckrakers, like Tarbell and
Baker, came closest to Lippmann’s
ideals of a moderate, humble, and
meticulously professional press.
Ultimately, Lippmann
wanted the investigative factfinding work to be done by
independent specialists who
followed the exact rigors of the
scientific method, and were
removed from both politics,
business, and other constraints of
journalism. On this account, all
muckrakers, including the realists,
fell short. Tarbell and Baker were
generalists, not specialists; Baker
wrote books and articles about
labor strikes, railroad propaganda,
race relations, environmental
policy, and a comprehensive
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biography of Woodrow Wilson,
not to mention his writing under
the pen name David Grayson,
which covered a wide range of
musings about nature, society, and
companionship. Tarbell wrote
about business corruption as well
as industrial innovation, the tariff,
and wrote biographies of
Napoleon and Lincoln. Their
methods were less rigorous than a
social scientist following the
scientific method, but their
neutrality, impartial language,
examination of an issue from
multiple perspectives, openness to
alternative interpretations, and
vigilant adherence to evidence,
resembled the values of science
more closely than the yellow,
prosecutorial, or radical
muckrakers.
While no journalist can
entirely live up to the ideals of
scientific objectivity, this does not
mean the journalist who attempts
to be fair and independent and the
journalist who strategically crafts a
story to manipulate readers are the
same. While Tarbell’s and Baker’s
realist muckraking was not
divorced from their personal
values, their writing attempted to
represent multiple values and
stretch beyond any single
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perspective by giving a fair hearing
to all the stakeholders.
John Dewey is often framed
as standing in opposition to
Lippmann’s ideas about
journalism, but he agreed that how
the public came to its conclusions,
and the rigidity in which a
conclusion was held, was of
critical importance to democracy.
In a society composed of
astounding diversity, encountering
someone who interprets the world
differently was, and is, a fact of
modern life. Whether those
encounters would be combative
and divisive or cooperative and
build understanding depended, in
part, on the type of public
discourse that was modeled by
journalists.
Seeing what was happening
in Germany before and during
World War I, Dewey feared that
the American public could get
caught up in a similar ridged and
uncompromising absolutist
ideology, which he thought had
infected the Germans.
“Philosophical absolutism may be
practically as dangerous as matter
of fact political absolutism,” wrote
Dewey. To strengthen our social
bonds, he believed we had to turn
our national diversity into
something the public recognized
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as a strength—to “make the
accident of our internal
composition into an idea.” This
would require a commitment to
“promoting the efficacy of human
intercourse irrespective of class,
racial, geographical and national
limits” and a dedication to the
“processes of cooperation in the
great experiment of living
together.” Dewey went on to
write, “We have to recognize that
furtherance of the depth and
width of human intercourse is the
measure of civilization.”172
To create this ideal, Dewey
believed journalists—along with
educators and public
intellectuals—should facilitate
public inquiry, discussion, and
debate, and help the public accept
the reality of cultural pluralism—
that different groups were
inevitably affected in different
ways, and would naturally form
different explanations and
interpretations.173 Journalism,
along with other venues for
democratic debate, should help us
expand our individual conception
of self-interest into a recognition
of our common interests, and
promote tolerance and
understanding.
Ray Stannard Baker’s
conception of the role of
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journalists as being “makers of
understanding,” fits well within
Dewey’s political philosophy.
Both saw the role of journalism as
helping the public understand
what life was like for their fellow
citizens. Much of Tarbell’s writing
also fit with this ideal. With deep
respect for the democratic process
and an appreciation for diverse
public opinion, Tarbell wrote that
our individual ideas:
must sink or swim in a
stream where a multitude of
human experiences,
prejudices, ambitions, ideals
meet and clash, throw one
another back, mingle, make
that all-powerful current
which is public opinion—
the trend which swallows,
digests, or rejects what we
give it. It is our indifference
to or ignorance of the
multiplicity of human
elements in the society we
seek to benefit that is
responsible for the sinking
outright of many of our fine
plans.174
As the distance between
cause and effect expanded and
social problems became more
complex, Dewey and Lippmann
both grappled with how to adapt
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democratic ideals—including the
rationality and morality of the
people, the average citizens’ role
in self-governance, and the free
competition of ideas—to this new
reality. Journalists who made their
case by forcefully stating a
conclusion without sharing the
evidence behind their conclusion
were, in essence, asking readers to
accept an epistemology based on
faith, not evidence. An
epistemology based on faith,
authority, or willful manipulation,
undermine the Enlightenment
values that grounds democratic
theory. The yellow muckrakers
like Lawson and Phillips often
failed to share the evidence behind
their conclusions, and instead
implicitly relied on the audiences
pre-existing skepticism of business
tycoons and political elites. If
evidence is minimized and a
citizen’s preexisting beliefs and
prejudices become their primary
epistemological justification, then
personal and group biases are
elevated above a shared set of
facts and a common rationality.
When this happens, it is not
surprising that journalism
becomes more partisan,
ideological, and divisive.
Like Dewey, Lippmann
believed that an effective
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democracy required certain
cultural and structural conditions.
For Lippmann democracy was at
its best when different individuals
and groups were effectively
represented over a span of time
and space; “time” meaning that
democracy wasn’t based on the
“hypnosis of the moment,” but
reflected public opinion as it
adapted to the past, present, and
the future; and “space,” intimating
that representation shouldn’t be
based on the entire, aggregated
nation, but on a variety of groups
of different sizes and locations (i.e.
both neighborhood, city, county,
district, state, and national
representation). Both Dewey and
Lippmann believed that
democracy required the
development of a culture that took
the long view and that helped
people see beyond their immediate
time and space. To navigate
differences in opinion both
believed that we had to temper
our opinions “with scientific
humility”175 and recognize that
dogmatic beliefs were harmful to a
diverse nation. In a democratic
society, it makes a great difference
whether opposing groups
respectfully disagree or whether
they hate and demonize each
other. Dewey believed that
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journalism should be one vehicle
where citizens learn how to
understand and respectfully
interact with those whose views
were different from their own.
Arguably, the realist muckrakers
helped develop a culture based on
respectful debate, while the
prosecutorial, yellow, and radical
muckrakers moved society closer
to a politics of partisanship,
tribalism, and ideological rigidity.
While the specific divisions
threatening democracy have
changed since the Progressive Era,
when a society becomes so
divided that citizens refuse to
recognize their common
humanity, or no longer believe
they have common interests with
their fellow countrymen and
women, then the stability that
democracy requires is threatened.
We need to recognize different
types of muckraking because of
the divergent influences each have
on public opinion. Weighing
multiple sides of an issue and
considering one’s own values and
then forming a belief is
fundamentally different than
refusing to reflect on alternative
perspectives and pre-judging the
morality or intelligence of those
you disagree with. There is an
essential insight in Roosevelt’s fear
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that a “gross and reckless” form
of journalism would “create a
morbid and vicious public
sentiment.”176 Whether society is
held together or pulled apart
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depends, at least to a degree, on
the type of journalism that is
prevalent, and the type of public
opinion that develops.
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