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The collapse of Communism is generally regarded as a great boon to 
Western scholars specialized in the history of Eastern and Central Europe. 
Many secret archives are now open and an increasing number of universi-
ties and departments have Westerners on their staff. While the opportuni-
ties open to Western historians and their impact on the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe are usually noted, much less attention has 
been paid to the opposite trend: the arrival of scholars from the ex-
Communist lands and their contribution to Western European and Ame-
rican history. This neglect is no longer justified. As the book of a Hun-
garian scholar, Andras Csillag, on Joseph Pulitzer (1847-1911), demon-
strates, Central and Eastern European historians are perfectly capable of 
transcending cultural differences and have much to offer in American, and 
especially immigration, history. 

In his well researched and superbly argued book, Csillag ques-
tions one of the most enduring myths — built up in part by the father of 
modern journalism himself — about Pulitzer: he shows that the time-worn 
cliche 'from rags to riches' does not apply to the life and career of 
Pulitzer. The future owner of the World was born into a well-to-do 
Hungarian Jewish family in the town of Mako in southern Hungary in 
1847. While his great-grandfather, who had migrated from Moravia to 
Hungary in the late eighteenth century, possessed a German-Jewish 



identity, Pulitzer's parents, like most upwardly mobile Jewish families, 
sought assimilation into the Hungarian nobility. Several members of 
Pulitzer's family participated in the Hungarian revolution of 1848; his 
uncle on the mother side, Pulitzer's lifetime hero, even became a hussar 
officer. The changing of ethnic identity was accompanied by the loosen-
ing of religious ties. Until the age of eleven Pulitzer was raised as a 
gentleman, receiving a liberal education and taking riding lessons. Then 
tragedy struck: the early death of his father led to the family's bankruptcy 
and his mother's remarriage to a man who conformed closely to the fairy-
tale image of the evil stepparent. Forced to learn a trade, which he did not 
like, and constantly humiliated by his stepfather, the increasingly frus-
trated Joseph — who continued to dream about a career as a hussar 
officer — sought to enlist in an Austrian regiment soon to be dispatched 
to put down the rebellion in Mexico. The medical board decision not to 
enlist him for medical reasons did not dissuade the young Pulitzer from 
his original plan. He used his inheritance to purchase a ticket to the 
United States, hoping to reach Mexico via land. Since he only wanted 
action, Pulitzer quickly changed his mind upon his arrival to a United 
States torn by civil war: he immediately enlisted in a Northern regiment 
made up mainly German and other European, including Hungarian, 
newcomers and soldiers-of-fortune. Discharged from the army and 
completely penniless, Pulitzer reached St. Louis in the summer of 1865. 
Penniless but far from poor, he possessed confidence cultural capital and 
an almost aristocratic bearing. The latter qualities were in short supply in 
the United States, even among German emigres whose organizations and 
public events Pulitzer frequented after his arrival in the city. The same 
qualities capture the attention of Carl Schurz, a hero of the German 
revolution of 1848, later senator and the editor of the Westliche Post. 
Schurz basically adopted Pulitzer as his son, not only training him in 
journalism and teaching him about Central European culture and history 
but also passing down the essence of his life experience. Under his 
guidance Pulitzer became a committed liberal and a professional reporter 
trying, like his mentor, to combine journalism with politics. Unlike 
Schurz, however, Pulitzer apparently did not possess stable party loyalties. 

In the mid-1870s, infuriated by frequent business scandals and the 
apparently close relationship between the Republic Party leadership and 
big business, he switched his allegiance to the Democrat Party. About the 
same time, he acquired the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, in which he pioneered 
the techniques of what later became known of 'new journalism.' The 



newspaper became known for its advocacy of social reforms and open 
campaigning on the side of Democratic candidates during elections. While 
his newspaper quickly established itself on the market, Pulitzer's political 
career failed to take off: after one unsuccessful try, he did become an 
elected senator in 1884 but, disillusioned with party politics, he gave up 
his seat within a year. 

In 1883, Pulitzer acquired the New York newspaper, the World, 
and turned it into the most popular paper in the country. The revolution-
ary innovation of the World was, as Csillag rightly points out, the 
merging of the techniques used by elite papers with those of the tabloids. 
Like the forerunner of the New York Times, the World carried reliable 
information fast and offered a balanced view on the most important 
issues. Pulitzer used the latest technology and recruited advertisers in 
order to lower the price of the paper. The World had a section devoted to 
sports and fashion and, like today's tabloids, it displayed many pictures 
and carried shocking stories, many of which were clearly invented. To 
attract new readers, mainly immigrants and women, the journalists were 
instructed to adopt a simple prose and write in a clear but enjoyable style. 
The newspaper clearly reflected Pulitzer's commitment to liberalism, 
democracy and social reform. The journalists sought to expose corruption 
in every form and demanded tough punishment for politicians who 
catered to business interests and accepted bribes. Like the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, Pulitzer's new paper did not hide its political sympathies and 
campaigned openly for Democratic candidates during elections. The 
World exposed the Republican candidate, Blaine, as the friend of big 
business and played a major role in the election of Cleveland to the 
presidency in 1884. In the following year, Pulitzer's even headed involve-
ment in the Venezuelan crisis successfully staved off war between the 
Great Britain and the United States. 

In the second half of the 1890s, Pulitzer found a worthy competi-
tor in the son of a Californian millionaire, W. R. Hearst, who copied his 
methods (Hearst had learned the trade while working for the World as a 
reporter) without, however, subscribing to his mentor's lofty principles. 
While Pulitzer sought power to effect social and political reforms, Hearst 
used scandals mainly to blackmail both politicians and business leaders. 
Nevertheless, his unscrupulous business practices seem to have paid off, 
because the circulation of his Journal increased rapidly after 1895. 
Determined to keep the World the number one paper in America, Pulitzer 
increasingly resorted to sensationalism, thus making his paper virtually 



indistinguishable from the Journal. Eager not be outdone by the Journal 
as the defender of American interest and honour, the World, with its 
constant warmongering and the spread of false stories about atrocities, 
played a major role in the beginning of the Spanish-American War. While 
the paper profited enormously from the tension between the two powers 
and the ensuing war, the image of the World as a reliable and balanced 
source of information declined rapidly in the second half of the 1890s. 

Pulitzer spent the last ten years of his life seeking to restore the 
reputation of the World as both an elite and a popular paper. He played 
an important role in the emergence of journalism as a modern profession 
in the United States. He not only laid the financial foundation of the 
faculties of journalism at the University of Columbia and Harvard 
University but also became intimately involved in developing their 
curriculum. He wanted the next generation of journalists to have a good 
education: his plans stipulated that candidates take courses in jurispru-
dence, literature, sociology, foreign languages, history and natural sci-
ences. The journalists of the future should be politically independent, 
courageous, have a humanistic orientation, seek the truth and side with 
the poor and the oppressed. His commitment to liberalism and humanism 
also found an expression in the creation of the Pulitzer Prize, which, like 
his plans for journalism schools, came to fruition only after his death. 
Pulitzer was also a patron of art: without his campaign and financial 
support the Statue of Liberty in New York, among other things, would 
have never been built. His children and grandchildren were motivated by 
the same liberal and democratic ideal and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch (the 
World was sold off between the wars) still represents high standards and 
reflects the humanistic orientation of its founder. 

This short summary of Csillag's book does not do justice to the 
fascinating story, which the author has succeeded in telling exceedingly 
well. The book is well researched: it relies on a wide variety of sources 
from church registries, official correspondences, memoirs, newspaper 
articles and interviews. It even has a chapter on historical memory based 
on interviews both in Hungary and the United States, and on the close 
analysis of the statues and paintings that famous and less famous artists 
made of Pulitzer. Csillag has displayed a profound knowledge of both of 
American and Hungarian history and even succeeded in drawing a realis-
tic picture of St. Louis in t he late nineteenth century. The language is 
clear, the style enjoyable, the quality of the chapters is even, and the 



transition from social and cultural history to biographical details is smooth. 
What is missing from this book is a clear theoretical framework. 

The book is basically about the early history of American journalism and 
the role of Pulitzer in it. The author does a great job in exploring both 
aspects of the story. However, he does not connect his story to the larger 
issue of modernization and the emergence of modern professions. The 
study suggests that editors have a hard time in maintaining their profes-
sional standards during times of intense competition. This is an interesting 
point, which I believe deserves further examination and could have even 
served as a thesis of the book. Equally important is the connection 
between journalism, on the one hand, and ideological commitment and 
political practices, on the other. Csillag accepts at face value Pulitzer 
assertion that he wanted power to serve the public and do good. However, 
one could equally argue, as the Worlds role in the origins of the Spanish-
American War showed, that Pulitzer was never able to resolve the contra-
diction between his liberal/democratic principles and his lust for wealth 
and power. It seems to me that in many cases his liberalism was se l f -
serving and that by haranguing the rich and the demanding social reform, 
he merely adopted 'humanitarian rhetoric' to increase circulation. 

There were also many contradictions in Pulitzer's character, which 
Csillag was able to expose but, in my opinion, failed to explain. Pulitzer 
was a convinced republican and democrat; yet, for years, his best friend 
was the Austro-Hungarian ambassador and he married into a family of 
Jefferson Davis. Pulitzer portrayed himself as a self-made man and the 
populist tribune eager to satisfy the hunger of the common man for news 
and entertainment. However, he was everything but an average man: 
Pulitzer came from a well-to-do family, received an excellent education, 
spoke several languages, later in his life lived in princely luxury and had 
friends in the highest circles both in the United States and Europe. 
Pulitzer fought against corruption and monopolies and business; at the 
same time, he sought to corner the newspaper market and did not hesitate 
to resort to slander and warmongering to increase profit. He never denied 
his Hungarian and Jewish background; however, he maintained few ties 
with the Hungarian and Jewish communities in New York. Finally, I 
think the author should have at least speculated about the sources of 
Pulitzer's ambition. Many psychiatrists argue that limitless ambition has 
not only social causes but could be perceived as a sign of maladjustment 
and mental illness. Did Pulitzer's work ethic and lust for power reflect the 
vspirit' of the nineteenth century, American optimism, the desire of a 



recent immigrant to succeed, his Jewish cultural heritage or were they 
rooted in his mental and psychological make-up? 

The above remarks certainly do not reduce the value of the book 
but prove that it can evoke questions in the reader. Csillag has made a 
great contribution to many fields: cultural and social historians and those 
interested in the history of the profession and immigration to North 
America can equally profit from it. The book is highly relevant since we 
live in a time when profit motive and political pressure has seriously 
reduced the quality of media in the United States. The book should be 
translated into English and included in reading list for both undergraduate 
and graduate students in American history as well as American journal-
ism. 
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