
Rebecca Carriero 
Topic: The role & influence of media on popular opinion  
 
Assignment: Identify one milestone event between 1700-1900 during which newspapers 
or printed materials played a role in shaping public opinion. 
 

How the Civil War Shaped Newspapers & Public Opinion 
 
The Civil War tore through the United States from 1861-1865. As the fate of the country 
hung in a balance, news became vital. Men on both Union and Confederate sides 
were drafted1 to fight in America’s bloodiest war. Nearly every civilian knew someone 
captured, injured, or killed on the battlefield. 2 The need for information about loved 
ones and neighbors on the battlefield spurred developments in journalism, news 
gathering and media consumption. Reader thirst for information from government 
leaders, abolitionists, pro-separatists, and many others vested in shaping public opinion 
led to a booming media industry. Newspapers became the vehicle of choice for the 
outlet’s ability to combine images, speed, text and networks of dissemination across the 
country.   
 
Penn State professor and head of the Department of Journalism, Ford Risley said in an 
article about the Civil War, "It was absolutely an important moment in the history of the 
press. The practices, technological developments you begin to see during the war -- 
the importance of the telegraph, the use of illustrations, for example -- and the growth 
in demand for newspapers, so many of these things came together during this 
remarkable and tragic event."3 
 
The growth of the news industry during the American Civil War:   
 
Wartime rife with speculation, rumor, battle strategy and a narrative of a country on the 
brink drew young scribes to the adrenalin-filled field of journalism.  The ranks of the 
newspaper industry during the Civil War swelled, especially in Washington D.C.  The 
areas symbolic significance as the nation’s capital coupled with its ideal location 
between North and South provided ideal circumstances for news bureau 
headquarters.4 Even European publishers established offices in D.C. to cover the war.  
 
At the same time, standards in journalism developed considerably. Ethical dilemmas 
arose around censorship of military information, objectivity, sensationalist coverage, 
and corrupt sources.5 As it is today, relationships with key sources influenced media 
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coverage – as did the need to sell papers. The Civil War forced the industry to come to 
terms with challenges and develop news standards still practiced today.  
 
The use of technology during the Civil War for faster, better news: 
 
The use of the telegraph for news dissemination facilitated speed and forced journalists 
to prioritize facts, written in simple, clear prose largely because telegraph operators 
charged by the word. 6 In addition to the telegraph, newspaper bureaus had the ability 
to mass print and distribute papers across the U.S. thanks to fairly recently built trains 
and railroad networks.  
 
Newly improved visual mediums also allowed newspaper consumers to understand the 
scope of war in a whole new way. This helped spread news faster to readers with 
varying levels of education. As the Civil War Trust website notes, thanks to photography, 
for the first time in American history, citizens on 7the home front could view the actual 
carnage of faraway battlefields. Civil War photographers such as Mathew Brady, 
Alexander Gardner, and Timothy O'Sullivan are credited with driving advancements in 
war photography and technology. Illustrations and political cartoons published in 
newspapers also provided visual touchstones for the public.  
 
The War for Public Opinion  
 
Famous editors like Horrace Greeley of the New York Tribune and William Lloyd Garrison, 
publisher of The Liberator, used their newspapers as platforms to shape public opinion.  
In Union state papers, the Civil War was framed as a human rights issue about slavery. 
For Confederate papers, the war was framed as an issue of States rights and 
sovereignty. Naturally, Lincoln, as President of the U.S. used his position to underscore 
the Union papers’ point of view. 
 
According to a book titled Lincoln and the Power of the Press: The War for Public 
Opinion, by Harold Holzer, Lincoln used various tactics to influence the media and 
shape public opinion. He deployed letter writing campaigns (both unnamed and 
named), shared copies of speeches with journalists to be printed, created a “scrap 
book” of pro-union, anti-slavery articles which he then published and sold. He also 
deployed more dubious techniques such as promising favored reporters or editors top 
governmental posts and financial incentives. 8 
 
 President Lincoln even went so far as to shut down or cripple papers with censorship 
restrictions.  Penn State professor Ford Risley said, "Abraham Lincoln recognized that the 
press played a role in public opinion and he used the press effectively. But, he wasn't 
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afraid to shut down newspapers, something that would not have been acceptable 
today." 9 
  
As one of the first documented wars in modern history, newspapers and images from 
the era continue to shape public opinion and understanding about the Civil War today.  
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