Reading Historical
Newspapers as Evidence:
An Introduction

Newspapers are constructed evidence,
shaped by publishers, sources, audiences,
and production limits

Core skills: source criticism,
contextualization, corroboration, close
reading, transparent citation

For learners, archivists, educators,
publishers: analytical habits, teachable
frameworks, copyright awareness

Roadmap: artifact and production,
ownership, close reading, context,
digital archives, teaching, ethics, argument
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The Newspaper as
a Historical Artifact

® A newspaper is at once text,
physical object, and commercial
product.

e Production chain: reporting,
editing, advertising, typesetting,
printing, distribution, ownership.

e Material features carry meaning:
paper quality, typography, columns,
illustrations, ad placement.

e Survival and collecting biases
determine which evidence remains.

e Originals, microfilm, and digitized
surrogates differ in fidelity;
mediation alters what we see.




Who Made the News?

Publishers, Editors, Sources, and Wire Services

B o e ——— — (((A))) Wire Service

The Daily News

Editor \ — l — Source
Reporter L ] Advertiser /
Reader

@ Ownership, political ties, and business
interests shape editorial stance and news
judgment

@ Advertising and commercial pressures framed
coverage, especially in the late ninteeenth

century
® Reporters, editors, and agency credits are @ Read mastheads, bylines, and wire-service
themselves evidence of who produced the story credits systematically to identify whose voice
: Is speakin
@ Sources range from official statements and L .

eyewitnesses to press releases and anonymous ® AP and Reuters pooled news gathering from

informants the 1840s onward, standardizing copy across
titles




Close Reading the Page: Layout, Language, and Visual Rhetoric

e Headlines, subheads, and
typography convey emphasis
and ideology; headline styles
changed across eras.

Headline style

e Placement above or below the fold,

column width, and page position
signal editorial importance.

e lllustrations, photographs,
cartoons, and maps are
argumentative elements,
not decoration.

e Loaded terms, euphemism,
passive voice, and omission

reveal perspective systematically.

e Advertising juxtaposition and
classifieds offer social evidence
about readership and daily life.
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Contextualizing the News: Date, Place, Edition, and Medium

® Establish publication date, edition,
city, frequency, and price first

® Morning, evening, weekly, and
special editions differ; cover dates
often lie

® Place the paper within local,
national, and international news
ecologies

® Telegraph, rail, and wire services
shaped what could be known when

® Read against contemporaneous
events, laws, and norms to avoid
anachronism

® Compare multiple titles to map
regional variation in coverage
and readership
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Verifying Claims: Corroboration, Comparison, and Triangulation

e Triangulate newspaper accounts
with other newspapers, diaries,
official records, and scholarship.

e Distinguish empirical triangulation
(cross-validation) from critical

triangulation (interrogating archival
bias).

- Newspaper
e |dentify syndicated reprints using ‘ Account
attribution clues and text-reuse |
tools like Viral Texts.

Exaggeration,
rumor, or
propaganda?

e Detect exaggeration, rumor, and
propaganda—especially in
sensational or crisis reporting.

e Separate eyewitness reporting
from secondhand summaries and
press-service digests.
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e Document corroboration and
uncertainty explicitly in research
notes for auditability.

Eyewitness or
secondhand?




Navigating Digital
Archives and Databases

Compare title-level holdings, not
headline page counts; date spans
are outer bounds, not guarantees
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OCR misreads historical type: search
short phrases, variants, wildcards, 2

and date filters 4

Always verify page images against
OCR text when a claim depends
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on a nhame or word

Document database provenance,
search strings, and access dates
for reproducible citation

SOURCES TODAY. A CLEARER TOMORROW.



Source Criticism in the Digital Age:
Bias, Representativeness, and the Archive

e Digitization is selective: titles
skewed by politics, price,
region, language

@ Microfilm choices of the 1900s
still limit what can be scanned
today

gathOI'ed at’ tho

e OCR errors distort searches ¢ era of
and word-frequency claims; N an ‘1o W

18% average error reported

e Silences need critical
triangulation, not just
empirical corroboration

e Treat search interfaces as
sources to interrogate, not
neutral windows



Teaching with Newspapers:
Classroom and Archive Strategies

Start with one newspaper
page: observe, question,
describe

Scaffold from observation
to interpretation to
corroboration

Move outward to compare
coverage across titles
and dates

Connect past framing to
present media literacy habits

Curate controversial content
thoughtfully; assess with
explicit rubrics
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Ethics, Copyright, and Publishing Use

® Copyright varies by date, country,
and digitization agreement; check
jurisdiction
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- The Daily News

® US rule of thumb: pre-1930 issues
are public domain; later issues
need research

® Attribution standards: cite title,
archive/database, URL, and
access date

® Republishing needs permissions
or fair use/fair dealing assessment

® Handle crime reports, obituaries, Public Permission  Quotation Exhibit Sensitive
and personal data with editorial care Domain Needed Use Use Content




From Evidence to Argument:

CONTEXT

Framing Questions and Selecting Items ...

ARGUMENT

e

ARGUMENT

Citations and caveats !
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VIVID EXAMPLE REPRESENTATIVE (4 TR A '.
(SET ASIDE) AND CONTRASTING ITEMS o B
A RANGE OF COVERAGE
Frame questions Choose Synthesize evidence Distinguish facts Avoid
newspapers can representative and into an argument

actually answer,
within coverage
and survival limits

from interpretation; overgeneralization,

both are built decontextualized
from sources quotes, and

cherry-picking

contrasting items,
not just vivid
examples

with citations
and caveats

CAREFUL READING
STRONGER ARGUMENTS



EVIDENCE

Presenting Findings to Academic,

AUDIENCES

Public, and Professional Audiences ot

Academic Audience Public-History Audience Professional Audience
CITATION AND ANALYSIS CONTEXT AND CONNECTION LICENSED REPRODUCTION

~ The Daily Chronicle | ! ~ The Daily Chronicl ' !
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A newspaper article from a turbulent time,
offering a glimpse into everyday life and
the voices of the past.

Quoted text... The Daily Chronicle.
Full citation with stable link.

Reproduced with permission.
Credit line and stable link.

Tailor format to academic, public-history, and publishing audiences SAMI

el SOURCES
Quote sources and show page facsimiles to create a personal echo SR

Cite completely; provide stable links and readable reproductions gl e

GREATER

UNDERSTANDING

Anticipate remixing and distortion; document provenance carefully

Check whether the presentation conveys evidence and its limits




Putting It Into Practice: Guided Analysis and Discussion
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Describe FN_ The Daily Chronicle = i

@ Contextualize

l: /' What else was

happening at the time?
How does this fit a
larger story?
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What do you see? -
What is in the item? ' _

What stands out?

1]
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L Corroborate

What do other sources
say? Do they confirm
or complicate this
account?

\* Interpret

What does this mean?
What can we learn?
What are the limitations?

. Source }.

Who created this?
When and where
was it published?
What is the purpose?

Draft a Short Evidence Paragraph
Cite the item, database, corroborating source.

Walk one page through
describe, source,
contextualize, corroborate,
interpret

Compare one event across
two or three titles with
differing ownership

Draft a short evidence
paragraph citing the item,
database, corroborating
source

Name one archival silence
or OCR error and its effect

Reflect on skills that
transfer to students,
archives, publishing

PRIMARY SOURCES., BIGGER PERSPECTIVES.

ANALYZE EXPLORE DISCUSS APPLY



NEWSPAPERS

Key Takeaways, Toolkit, and Next Steps @

00060

Newspapers are constructed evidence:
read production, ownership, audience,
and material form

Corroborate across multiple sources;
document uncertainty transparently
in research notes

Digital archives are selective and
mediated by OCR limits and
preservation history

Respect copyright and ethics when
teaching, exhibiting, and publishing
newspaper evidence

Next steps: build a personal checklist,
practice with local collections,
adapt to audiences



PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/4d11f6e7/public


https://personwise.ai/t/4d11f6e7/public?entry_surface=public_courseware_pdf

