
Unveiling the Interplay: The Business and
Politics of Printing the News, 1763–1789
In the annals of journalism, the 18th century marked a transformative era
when the convergence of business and politics played a pivotal role in
shaping the dissemination of news and information. This article offers a
comprehensive exploration of "The Business and Politics of Printing the
News, 1763–1789," a seminal work by historian James L. Overfield, which
sheds light on the complex relationship between these two forces in the
early American press.
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Overfield begins by tracing the emergence of the penny press, a
revolutionary development that made newspapers accessible to a broader
audience. Prior to 1763, newspapers were prohibitively expensive due to
high production costs. However, with the of steam-powered presses and
cheaper paper, printers could produce newspapers at a much lower cost,
enabling them to sell them for a mere penny.

The penny press had a profound impact on the news landscape. For the
first time, ordinary citizens could afford to Free Download newspapers,
which resulted in a surge in circulation. This, in turn, attracted advertisers,
further increasing newspaper revenue. The penny press thus created a
new market for news and transformed the business of journalism.

Political Patronage and Partisanship
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While the penny press democratized access to news, it also became
deeply entangled with politics. Newspapers were often financially
dependent on political patrons, who used them to advance their own
agendas. This patronage system resulted in a proliferation of partisan
newspapers, each espousing the views of a particular political faction.

Overfield meticulously documents the ways in which political patronage
influenced the content of newspapers. Printers were often compelled to
publish favorable articles about their patrons and suppress critical ones.
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Partisan bias became rampant, with newspapers distorting or even
fabricating news to serve their political interests.

The Stamp Act Crisis and the Freedom of the Press

The tension between the business of printing the news and the politics of
the day came to a head during the Stamp Act crisis of 1765. The British
government imposed a tax on newspapers, sparking widespread protests
and boycotts. Printers refused to pay the tax, arguing that it violated their
freedom of the press.
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Overfield analyzes the complex legal and constitutional issues raised by
the Stamp Act crisis. He shows how printers invoked the principles of
freedom of speech and due process to challenge the government's
authority. The crisis ultimately led to the repeal of the Stamp Act and
reinforced the importance of a free press in a democratic society.

The Revolutionary War and the Birth of Independent Journalism
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The Revolutionary War further tested the limits of the freedom of the press.
Printers played a crucial role in disseminating information about the war,
both from the American and British perspectives. However, many printers
were also subjected to censorship and imprisonment by both sides.

Out of this tumultuous period emerged a new spirit of independent
journalism. Printers such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, and John
Adams used their publications to advocate for independence and to hold
the government accountable. Their writings helped to galvanize public
opinion and contribute to the war effort.

Legacies and Influences



Overfield's work extends beyond the period of 1763–1789, exploring the
lasting legacies of early printing practices. He shows how the business and
politics of printing the news in the 18th century shaped the development of
journalism in the United States and beyond.

Printers' reliance on political patronage and partisan bias sowed the seeds
of problems that continue to plague journalism today. At the same time, the
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principles of freedom of the press established during this period have
become cornerstones of democratic societies.

"The Business and Politics of Printing the News, 1763–1789" is a
meticulously researched and engrossing account of a pivotal era in
journalism history. James L. Overfield's work provides invaluable insights
into the complex interplay between business and politics and its lasting
impact on the dissemination of news and information.

By understanding the challenges and achievements of early printers, we
can better appreciate the freedoms and responsibilities that we enjoy in the
modern age of journalism. The legacy of the early American press
continues to shape our understanding of the role of news in a democratic
society.
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