


President Harry S. Truman, winner of the 1948
election, showcases an issue of the Chicago Daily

Tribune with the headline “Dewey Defeats Truman.”
Newspaper circulation increased until midcentury

and then declined in the face of growing competition
from other media. Courtesy of Corbis/Bettmann.
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The number of new books published in the United States
remained fairly level during the first half of the century but

surged upward thereafter.

The neglect of reading in favor of television has been regularly deplored since the
advent of telecasting. A prominent academic, warning the nation about the
spread of the “literate nonreader,” wrote in 1970, “He reads no more than a book
a year, hardcover or paperback, fiction or nonfiction. His medium of choice and
greatest exposure for relaxation, entertainment, current events, and cultural uplift
is television.” 

But in the previous decade—1960 to 1970—the number of new book titles more
than doubled, the ratio of novels to nonfiction works declined, and book sales
grew rapidly. Those trends continued, at a somewhat slower pace, in the last
three decades of the century. 

In 1935, Middletown (Muncie, Indiana) had no bookstores at all, and the public
library was virtually the sole source of books for recreational reading or private
study. Fifty years later, in the heyday of network television, Middletown had six-
teen retail bookstores and innumerable outlets for paperbacks, but per capita cir-
culation of library books remained about the same.

In 1997, American consumers spent upwards of $26 billion on purchases of more
than 2 billion books. More than a third of these books were hardbound, and only
a quarter of them were mass-market paperbacks. The Internet revolution was par-
ticularly important in the growth of book sales, with amazon.com leading the field.

The habit of reading books was largely a function of education and income: the
higher their education and income, the more likely people were to read books.
But women read more than men, the young more than the old, the married more
than the single, and westerners more than residents of other regions.
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Per capita newspaper circulation increased during the first
half of the century and declined during the second half.

Newspaper circulation proved resistant to the advent of national news magazines
in the 1920s, but began to lose ground first to television news around 1950; then
to all-news radio broadcast and cable television stations in the 1980s; and then
to the Internet, with its innumerable news sources, in the 1990s. Competition
from these other media had an enormous impact on newspaper circulation: after
growing 56 percent from 1904 to 1947, daily newspaper circulation per thou-
sand population dropped 44 percent between 1947 and 1998. 

But newspapers remained a critical part of the nation’s communications system.
Despite the ever-increasing volume of information purveyed by competing
media, the daily newspaper seemed to hold a place as the trusted recorder of
local, national, and international events. Many newspapers became part of media
conglomerates that also produced television programs, magazines, and huge
Internet sites, which often recycled information first published in newspapers.
The Washington Post alone spent $85 million on Internet operations in 1999.

While aggregate circulation increased throughout the first half of the century, the
number of newspapers declined continuously. In 1900, most cities of moderate
size had both morning and evening papers, and every major city had a rack of
competing papers. Fewer than fifty cities had competing papers at the end of the
century. As recently as 1980, evening papers outnumbered morning papers. In
1998, morning papers were four times as numerous as evening papers. This
change was probably related to the greater impact of television news programs on
the circulation of evening papers. 

On the other hand, at the end of the century, two daily newspapers—USA Today
and the Wall Street Journal—had achieved national readership. Another, the New
York Times, was read far beyond its original domain.

In 1900, less than a fifth of daily newspapers had Sunday editions. By the end of
the century, more than half of them did. Sunday papers—packed with comics,
magazines, classified and display advertising, political commentary, style, sports,
travel, entertainment, art, book, and business sections—had grown in another
way as well: they weighed ten to twenty times as much as their modest precur-
sors of 1900.
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The importance of advertising in the national economy
increased slowly during the first half of the century and

rapidly during the second half.

A turning point occurred around 1950, with the advent of television. After mid-
century, as the chart shows, per capita expenditures on advertising nearly tripled
in constant dollars. In 1999, various enterprises targeted $759 of advertising to
every American consumer.

Newspapers, television, and direct mail attracted similar shares of advertising
expenditures. Together, they represented about 70 percent of the total.
Newspapers specialized in retail promotions and classified advertising. Television
was the dominant medium for marketing branded consumer products and polit-
ical candidates. Direct mail catalogs offered a wide range of merchandise, espe-
cially clothing and luxury goods. Other important media were magazines, radio,
the yellow pages of telephone directories, and increasingly, the Internet. A wide
fringe of minor media included billboards, flyers, coupons, athletic sponsorships,
and telephone solicitations. 

By the end of the century, the share of newspaper space devoted to advertising
had grown, and commercials cut more deeply into television program time.
About three-fifths of all advertising dollars were spent on national campaigns,
while the balance was spent locally.

The skepticism about the efficacy of advertising that once prevailed in many sec-
tors of the economy almost completely disappeared by the end of the century.
Enterprises that had no retail customers nevertheless advertised for good will.
Pharmaceutical manufacturers promoted prescription products to the general
public. Protest groups advertised for supporters. Charities advertised for contri-
butions. Even colleges and hospitals learned how to market their services through
the mass media.
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As communities grew, the number of post offices decreased,
while the volume of mail increased substantially.

In 1900, the local post office was the only agency of the federal government that
the average citizen encountered in everyday life. There was no Social Security, no
Medicare or Medicaid, no income tax, no college loan program, no FBI or SEC,
no NLRB or EPA, no interstate highway system.

The post office in every village, town, and city had been the principal link with
the rest of the country since 1739. Benjamin Franklin, a postmaster general
appointed by the British crown, was fired from his post in 1774 because of his
revolutionary sympathies. The new postal system he organized for the Continental
Congress was the predecessor of the U.S. Postal Service. 

The number of post offices increased with clocklike regularity from 75 at the
founding of the Republic to 77,000 in 1900, when the average post office served
less than a thousand people and often gave a local community its name and its
boundaries. Thereafter, to save expense, the number was reduced with almost
equal regularity. By the end of the century, the number of post offices had
declined by almost two-thirds. In 1998, each of the nation’s 28,000 post offices
served an average of ten times more customers than the post offices of 1900.

But the mail handled by the consolidated post offices rose in every decade except
that of the Depression. The average person received 93 pieces of mail in 1900 and
729 pieces in 1998. The post office was not the only source of growth in paper
messages, however. A substantial and growing volume of letters and other paper
documents was handled every day by private express companies that compete
with the U.S. Postal Service and offer guaranteed on-time delivery in return for
premium charges.

Electronic services began to compete with the post office around 1850, with com-
mercial telegraph service from New York to Philadelphia and Chicago. Commercial
telephone service began in a modest way in 1876. By 1900, almost 8 million calls
were made every day. Fax machines, long available to large enterprises, achieved
widespread consumer use in the 1980s.

But all previous electronic competition pales next to e-mail, which did not
become widely available until the 1990s. E-mail and other Internet messages
reach the remotest parts of the world instantaneously and at negligible cost. In
theory, these electronic innovations could erode the volume of hand-delivered
paper communications. At the end of the century, however, they had not and
there was no indication that they would.
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Telephone calls became ubiquitous in American life.

The telephone was invented in the United States in 1876. By 1900, 1.35 million
telephone lines had been installed—about 18 lines for every thousand people. By
1997, 197 million telephones were in use in America—about 735 lines for every
thousand people.

In 1900, almost 8 million calls were made every day—mostly for business pur-
poses. This represented an average of 38 calls per year for every person in
America. By 1940, the telephone had become ordinary household equipment.
The number of calls per person rose rapidly—doubling from 1940 to 1960, dou-
bling again from 1960 to 1980, and nearly doubling again from 1980 to 1997. In
1997, the number of phone calls per person totaled 2,325 per year or 6.4 calls
per day. This figure did not include the vast number of business phone calls car-
ried within organizations by private branch exchanges (PBXs).

A growing number of phone calls are no longer made from one person to another.
Beginning with recorded messages decades ago, people have been dialing up to talk
to machines. In the last decade of the century, machines were calling machines on
the phone. Estimates indicate that less than half the phone calls in America involved
a human voice: the bulk of calls were machine-to-machine transmissions, such as
those initiated by credit card authorization machines at retail stores. 

Like the automobile, the basic telephone evolved into a wide array of devices over
the century. For sixty years, the telephone was a standard device made by
Western Electric for the Bell System. It was tough and cheap, and underwent
periodic improvements. Beginning in the 1960s, and especially after federal
deregulation in the 1980s, various other types of phones appeared. By the end of
the century, telephones were built to look like shoes, shotguns, and starships.

The fax machine, which uses phone lines to telecopy documents, is actually older
than the telephone: the first fax machines were connected to telegraph lines in the
middle of the nineteenth century.

But all these devices still plugged into the wall. Mobile phones were an expensive
rarity until a new radio technology, cellular, made them inexpensive. The cellu-
lar phone was introduced in the mid-1980s. By 1999, more than 76 million
Americans were cellular phone subscribers. Nearly every one of these subscribers
already had a regular telephone. By the end of the century, cellular phones had
radically tightened the social network in both time and space: automobile acci-
dents were reported instantly, and business meetings involved people in subway
cars and on beaches.
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The number of personal computers in American homes
escalated when the World Wide Web was developed. 

Apple marketed the first fully assembled personal computers in 1977, but a mass
market did not develop immediately. The operating systems, peripheral devices,
and providers that made them useful were introduced piecemeal in the years that
followed—MS-DOS in 1982, the Lotus spreadsheet in 1983, graphical user inter-
faces in 1984, laser printers in 1985, high-resolution monitors in 1986, and the first
on-line services in 1988. Portable computers were introduced in 1981; laptops with
high-quality displays came later. Because their speed and memory double in about
eighteen months, personal computers become obsolete faster than almost any other
appliance, their value plummeting to near zero in about four years. 

When a Defense Department computer network unexpectedly evolved into the
Internet in 1991 and the Internet spawned the World Wide Web in 1992, com-
puter usage accelerated. By 1999, the Web contained an estimated 800 million
pages, and about a third of the nation’s households were connected to it for infor-
mation, audio and video entertainment (including pornography), e-mail connec-
tions with the entire world, and on-line commerce of every kind.

The Web was qualitatively different from earlier computer applications such as
the spreadsheet and word processing. The Web was first a communications
medium, allowing ordinary persons to publish or discover vast quantities of
material. It created entire social networks, such as the tens of thousands who play
bridge interactively and the millions who buy from on-line auction sites.

A broad range of human activities migrated to the Web. Some were exotic, such
as purchasing an asteroid of one’s own or viewing spy satellite images of old
Soviet air force bases. Mundane activities were also moving increasingly onto the
Web: finding a mate, monitoring the behavior of children with a “Web cam,”
making airline reservations, getting a college education, deciding which movie
theater to visit, reading the news, gambling, creating and investing in a 401(k)
pension plan, selecting a physician, consulting the Encyclopedia Britannica or the
card catalog of the Library of Congress, buying groceries, doing one’s tax return
and submitting it to the IRS, and voting. Many of these activities were either free
or much cheaper than alternative methods. And by the end of the century, cellu-
lar phones provided access to the Web, making all of these activities portable.
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