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Introduction
Newspapers have long been more than a medium for information; they are institutions
that help constitute public life. From the first corantos slipped across North Sea trade
routes to the sprawling digital newsrooms of today, the press has shaped what people
know, how they deliberate, and the ways they imagine their communities. This book
traces the rise of newspapers as political and cultural actors, showing how reporting,
editorializing, and circulation practices have influenced revolutions, nation-building,
and democratic norms. By examining newspapers not only as texts but as
systems—technologies, markets, and routines—we uncover the mechanics by which
ink translated into influence.

The story begins in the seventeenth century with the emergence of periodic print in
Europe and its rapid diffusion through coffeehouses, ports, and postal networks. Early
gazettes navigated licensing regimes and church-state censorship while cultivating
habits of reading that turned scattered readers into publics. As the costs of printing
fell and routes for distribution multiplied, newspapers taught people to think in
common time—this week’s events, today’s news—and to argue in a shared, if
contested, space. These practices nurtured the “public sphere,” but they also revealed
its exclusions and its vulnerabilities to manipulation.

Across the Atlantic world, newspapers helped ignite and interpret revolution. Printers,
pamphleteers, and editors debated taxation, sovereignty, and citizenship, animating
movements that toppled empires and refashioned constitutions. In the nineteenth
century, the press became entangled with nation-building: newspapers mapped
territories into imagined communities, standardized languages, and rallied support for
new states. Yet the same sheets also carried imperial dispatches, justified conquest,
and enforced hierarchies, reminding us that newspapers have served both liberation
and domination.

The industrialization of news transformed influence into mass power. Innovations such
as the steam press, the telegraph, and linotype enabled daily papers to scale, while
the penny press expanded readership and recalibrated editorial priorities. Advertising
underwrote unprecedented circulation, but it also tethered editorial judgment to
commercial logic. Sensationalism, reform crusades, and the rise of professional
norms—objectivity, verification, and ethics—formed a shifting equilibrium in which the
ideals of a watchdog press contended with the incentives of spectacle and profit.

The twentieth century intensified the stakes. In democratic societies, investigative
journalism exposed corruption and defended civil liberties. Under fascist and
communist regimes, state-controlled newspapers orchestrated propaganda and
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repression, while clandestine and exile presses kept alternative truths alive. During
decolonization, nationalist papers mobilized publics and negotiated the pressures of
fragile institutions, military rule, and new markets. Through wars hot and cold,
newspapers mediated information battles that reached far beyond front lines and
borders.

The present era extends these dynamics into a digitally networked world. Newspapers,
reimagined as multi-platform news organizations, operate within platform-dominated
attention economies. Algorithms reshape circulation; disinformation tests verification;
and the economic foundations of local reporting erode, creating news deserts where
accountability withers. At the same time, new models—nonprofit newsrooms,
cooperative ownership, philanthropic funding, and public-interest regulation—offer
paths to preserve independence and rebuild trust. The lessons of earlier epochs, when
the press reinvented itself under political and technological pressure, are essential
guides for this moment.

This is a global history. It moves beyond the familiar centers to follow colonial and
postcolonial presses, minority and movement newspapers, and cross-border news
agencies that stitched the world together. By juxtaposing cases from Europe, the
Americas, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, the chapters reveal recurring
patterns—how laws shape freedom and responsibility, how business models channel
editorial power, and how readers themselves, as subscribers, letter-writers, and
citizens, co-create the public conversation.

Ink and Influence offers a panoramic understanding of the press’s historic power and
the responsibilities that accompany it. The chapters that follow pair narrative episodes
with analytic arguments, tracing how newspapers have alternately bolstered and
challenged authority. If newspapers helped invent the modern public, safeguarding
independent journalism is inseparable from protecting democratic life. To see where
we must go, we begin by understanding how, across four centuries, news on a page
reshaped the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Coffeehouses, Corantos, and the
Birth of a Public
The modern newspaper did not begin with a grand invention; it began with a market.
In the early seventeenth century, European cities brimmed with new
commodities—spices, tulips, shipping shares—and with something less tangible but
equally valuable: timely information. Merchants, sailors, diplomats, and artisans
needed news of distant ports and shifting prices, and they were willing to pay for it.
Printers in Amsterdam, London, Hamburg, and Antwerp responded by taking earlier
forms—broadsides, pasquins, and periodical “relations”—and stitching them into
weekly, then semi-weekly, compilations called corantos. These were thin, unassuming
sheets, crowded with foreign dispatches and stripped of ornament, but they offered a
crucial service: the consolidation of scattered reports into a single, portable product.

The coranto was not yet a newspaper as we would recognize it—no editorials, no
classifieds, no local gossip—but it embodied a decisive shift. Instead of a single event
or a moral tale, it promised variety. One page might recount Ottoman campaigns in
Hungary; another, trade disruptions in the Baltic; a third, a shipwreck off the Iberian
coast. The reader purchased not a story but a sampler of global motion. The form itself
carried a message: the world could be monitored from a desk, and multiple threads of
information could be held in view at once. This habit of juxtaposition—placing distant
developments side by side—planted the seed of editorial judgment that would later
shape newsrooms.

The earliest surviving English coranto dates to 1621, printed in Amsterdam for a
London audience hungry for continental news. English printers were constrained by
licensing rules at home, so they leaned on partners abroad. The advantage was
practical: Amsterdam sat at the crossroads of the Baltic and Mediterranean trades; its
merchants demanded fresh dispatches. Printers such as the Broersz family and later
Nathaniel Butter—whose name became synonymous with early
newsprint—experimented with formats. Titles shifted from “Courant” to “Mercurius,”
signaling both speed and mediation. In these early pages, the line between news and
rumor was thin, and the line between report and propaganda thinner still.

Crowds gathered to read what they could not buy. In cities where literacy was uneven
and paper expensive, the public consumption of news was communal. A single coranto
might be passed from hand to hand, read aloud in taverns, or summarized by a clerk.
Listeners annotated the reports with local interpretations, offering a running
commentary that transformed imported facts into lived knowledge. The news was not
merely received; it was performed. This collective reading mattered because it made
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the translation from text to opinion a shared act. The public began to take shape as a
group that formed its judgments not only in private chambers but also in social
spaces.

Those spaces acquired a new centrality with the rise of the coffeehouse. First
appearing in England in the 1650s, coffeehouses quickly multiplied, and each
developed a character determined by its clientele. Merchants congregated where
broadsheets lay on tables; poets and philosophers gravitated to quieter corners;
political enthusiasts sought out rooms where periodicals sparked debate.
Coffee—bitter, stimulating, and less intoxicating than ale—favored sustained
conversation. In these rooms, newsprint served as both text and catalyst. A coranto on
the table became the prompt for argument; the conversation transformed ink into
opinion; the room turned opinion into a recognizable public stance.

Coffeehouse culture was not uniform, and its diversity shaped the press. In London,
the coffeehouses along Exchange Alley catered to traders; they prized timeliness and
accuracy in market intelligence. In Paris, the cafés of the Left Bank, from the Procope
to the Regence, offered arenas for literary and political disputes, with gazettes
circulating among tables as authority was contested in words. In the German lands,
“reading societies” and coffeehouses collected periodicals and encouraged debate. In
the Ottoman Empire, though coffeehouses predated European counterparts, they
similarly served as spaces where news traveled by word of mouth, often before
reaching print. The global diffusion of coffeehouse culture helped establish a common
infrastructure for news consumption.

Printers recognized the commercial logic of this arrangement and adapted their
products accordingly. Some began adding headlines to group items thematically;
others experimented with page layouts to guide the eye. Brief summaries and
datelines appeared, offering a rough geography of events. The shift from foreign-only
to domestic items was gradual but consequential. As civil wars, regicide, and
republican experiments shook Europe in the mid-seventeenth century, local events
became fit subjects for print. The gazette—periodical, licensed, and often
official—emerged as the hybrid of coranto and bulletin, mixing diplomatic dispatches
with court news and military reports.

Licensing regimes shaped these developments with a heavy hand. In England, the
Stationers’ Company controlled printing through a web of patents and privileges, while
the state issued licenses that required newsbooks to submit to official scrutiny. When
the English Civil War erupted in the 1640s, the licensing system momentarily buckled.
A flood of pamphlets and periodicals poured into public debate, from royalist
broadsides to radical Leveller tracts. Printers found themselves in an unwinnable
position: between the demands of authority and the market’s appetite for controversy.
The result was a vibrant, messy, and often dangerous public conversation.
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The politics of news favored the emergence of editorial voices, if only by default. In a
field where rumor and report intermingled, readers looked for figures who could sort
truth from falsehood. Journalists like Marchamont Nedham—editing both royalist and
republican papers at different times—excelled at turning news into argument. His
Mercurius Britanicus and Mercurius Pragmaticus sparred across print, trading barbs
and accusations. While the papers professed to deliver news, they often carried a
polemical edge. The boundary between reporting and editorializing was porous, but
the pattern was instructive: the newspaper was becoming a vehicle for organizing
opinion as much as for recounting events.

At sea, another network enabled the spread of corantos: shipping. Maritime trade
created a regular schedule for information. A merchant waiting for a cargo needed
news of the winds, the wars, and the pirates. Port cities became hubs for the collection
and distribution of reports. Amsterdam’s printers, for instance, drew on letters from
agents in Hamburg, Venice, and Constantinople. London’s papers followed suit. The
result was a calendar of news synchronized with the seasons of trade. This commercial
rhythm imposed discipline on editors: deadlines mattered, and so did accuracy, for
false reports could move markets as well as minds.

The press expanded geographically not only through ports but also via land routes.
Postal services, often initially designed for state correspondence, gradually opened to
carry newsbooks and letters containing reports. In the German-speaking lands, the
Thurn und Taxis postal network connected towns and facilitated the circulation of
Flugblätter—single-sheet broadsides—and periodicals. In France, the Gazette, founded
in the 1630s by Théophraste Renaudot, leveraged both medical information and
political reports to build a loyal readership. The Gazette’s combination of official news
and socially useful content (such as notices of lost items and employment) anticipates
the mixed economy of later newspapers.

Alongside these formal channels ran informal routes. Merchants’ letters, travelers’
accounts, and diplomatic couriers produced a steady stream of intelligence. Printers
often reprinted extracts from these letters, sometimes with attribution, often without.
In this environment, the idea of “the reporter” was embryonic; news was less the
product of fieldwork than of curation. Yet curation required judgment: which accounts
to trust, which to condense, which to pair. These choices, small and daily, shaped the
reader’s image of the world. The public’s trust in a given periodical hinged on the
perceived reliability of its selections.

As the century progressed, the contents of periodicals broadened. Natural
phenomena—comets, eclipses, earthquakes—joined the list of subjects, often with
moral glosses. The science of the day and the theology of the day rubbed shoulders in
the columns. Wars remained the staple, but trade guild disputes, theater openings,
and even price lists found space. The newspaper’s hybrid nature—part bulletin, part
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commentary, part marketplace—made it adaptable. In one week it might carry a sober
account of a treaty; in the next, a satirical poem about the treaty’s signatories. The
boundary between information and entertainment was never fixed.

These developments were not confined to Europe. The Ottoman Empire had an early
tradition of written news in the form of “pullar,” dispatches circulated among officials
and merchants. While the Ottoman press would not modernize in the same way until
the nineteenth century, the habits of gathering and disseminating reports existed well
before European-style newspapers took root. In China, the court gazette—long a
vehicle for imperial edicts—persisted, and while it did not transform into a commercial
press in the early modern period, it shaped the notion of the state speaking through
print. In South Asia, manuscript newsletters circulated among elites in port cities,
foreshadowing the later rise of colonial newspapers.

Religion and state power continually intersected with the press. In Catholic regions,
church authorities watched printers closely; in Protestant areas, scripture and sermon
often dominated the content of periodicals. The Thirty Years’ War, which ravaged
Central Europe from 1618 to 1648, generated a steady demand for war reports, but it
also underscored the perils of partisan print. Pamphleteers were hunted; presses were
seized. The line between news and sedition could be as thin as paper itself. Readers
learned to read between the lines, and printers learned to wrap polemics in the cloak
of neutrality.

A crucial threshold was crossed when periodicals began to solicit reader contributions.
Letters to the editor—still a novel concept—allowed the public to speak back through
the same channel that delivered news. Some papers published exchanges between
readers on moral questions or commercial disputes. This interactive loop turned the
periodical into a forum, not merely a bulletin. The coffeehouse and the newspaper had
begun to merge in function: both provided spaces where the private reading of texts
became public reasoning. The “public” was not an abstract ideal but a practical
arrangement of rooms, tables, texts, and talk.

The economics of the early press were precarious. Printers relied on subscription fees,
single-sheet sales, and sideline trades such as ballads or almanacs. Advertising was
sparse; classified notices existed, but the large advertising revenues that would later
sustain mass newspapers were still in the future. In some cities, printers benefited
from subsidies by governments or merchants who valued the service of consolidating
news. The tension between dependence and editorial independence was already
visible. A paper that relied too heavily on a patron risked losing its claim to represent a
broader public.

By the end of the seventeenth century, the basic building blocks of the newspaper
were in place: periodic publication, multiple items per issue, datelines, and a mix of
domestic and foreign news. Yet the form was still fluid. Some publications resembled
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diaries; others looked like pamphlets; others were mere lists. The reader’s
expectations were being formed alongside the printer’s craft. A public accustomed to
weekly reports could be counted on to return to the same coffeehouse table, to the
same printer’s shop, or to the same mail packet that brought news from abroad.

One story helps capture the texture of this era. In 1665, as plague ravaged London,
the Oxford Gazette—a forerunner of the London Gazette—moved with the court to
avoid infection. The paper carried official notices, casualty lists, and reports from
Europe. It was cautious, sober, and eminently practical, yet it provided a lifeline of
coordinated information when movement was restricted. The crisis underscored a
recurring lesson: newspapers organize attention. By directing readers toward the
same set of events, they synchronize public experience, even in the midst of
catastrophe.

The spread of coffeehouses and corantos did not create a perfectly rational public
sphere, and no one at the time pretended that it did. The new spaces and texts
amplified arguments as often as they clarified facts. They excluded as well as
included, privileging literate, urban, and predominantly male audiences. They could be
channels for propaganda and instruments of commerce as much as tools of
enlightenment. What they did was introduce a new rhythm into civic life: the weekly
digest of events, the conversation that followed, the habit of forming opinions in the
open.

That habit had practical consequences. In the marketplace, informed merchants took
risks with more confidence; in the salon, intellectuals calibrated their ideas against
reported events; in the tavern, artisans debated policy with reference to the latest
gazette. The public, in short, became an audience that expected to be addressed
regularly and a participant that demanded answers. The newspaper, still modest in
size and ambition, already carried the latent power to redirect attention and to
redistribute authority.

The story of Chapter One is therefore the formation of a public through the
convergence of texts and spaces. Coffeehouses provided the rooms; corantos
provided the scripts; readers provided the conversation. Across the North Sea and the
Baltic, through port cities and court towns, the practice of reading news together
developed into a social institution. By the time the eighteenth century dawned, the
stage was set for more ambitious experiments: the licensing systems would be tested,
the newspaper would take on a stronger editorial identity, and the press would
become a protagonist in political transformation.
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