
Topic Ideas 
Communication in History 

National History Day 2021 
 
Your topic must involve Communication in U.S. History sometime between Colonial Times and 1920. If the roots of the conflict 
are within the time period, but the impacts fall outside the period, that is OK.  Remember, communication takes many forms: 
written, spoken, artistic, musical, and many more. There are also many contexts for communication: social, political, legal, 
military! For historical purposes, we are wondering, “How did the communication influence what followed?” Or, “What does 
the communication reveal about the historical era?” The purpose of this list is to stimulate, but not limit, your thinking. 
 

Communication Technologies 
 
The United States Mail (1787). Article I of the Constitution stipulates that running a postal service is a power of government. 
Benjamin Franklin was the first postmaster, and post office jobs were important patronage positions for decades. Often, the 
post office was the largest and most impressive building in town (unless there was a courthouse). What does this reveal 
about communication by mail in the era before electronics? How well did it work, and how did this impact society, business, 
and politics? https://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-history/postalpeople.htm 
 
The Steam-Powered Printing Press (1835) cranked out newspapers faster than ever before. Daily, rather than weekly, papers 
fueled political campaigns. Fake news and hoaxes became profitable. Magazines appeared. Anti-slavery and religious tracts 
proliferated. How did this change in communication impact politics and society? 
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3555 

 
The Pony Express (1860-61) delivered cross-country mail in just 10 days before telegraph service was complete. Riding day 
and night, and changing horses frequently, these riders provided industrial-age communication using pre-industrial 
technology. What did this method of communication accomplish for the growing nation? Was there a cost? 
https://www.nps.gov/poex/learn/historyculture/index.htm 

 
Photography (1839 - ) allowed more visual communication.  
The first aerial photography was a photograph of Boston in 1860. What was the impact of this new viewpoint? 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/almanac-first-aerial-photograph-in-america-by-james-wallace-black/#:~:text=On%20Octob
er%2013%2C%201860%2C%20two,a%20balloon%201%2C200%20feet%20up.  
 
George Eastman began selling the original Kodak camera to individuals in 1884. How did this change culture? 
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_760118 
http://www.eastmanhouse.org/collections/eastman/biography.php 
 
Radio transmissions began in the late 1880’s.  Two important contributors were Guglielmo Marconi and Lee DeForest . 
(1873-1961) What were the implications for shipping, airplane communications, warfare, and, eventually, cell phone 
technology? How did wireless communication change society, politics, and business? 
https://transition.fcc.gov/omd/history/radio/documents/short_history.pdf 

 
Telegraphs made the first electronic communication possible. Samuel Morse first developed the technology in the 1830’s and 
40’s. https://www.history.com/topics/inventions/telegraph By October 1861, San Francisco and New York City could 
communicate directly by telegraph. More extensive telegraph communication followed railroad tracks across the United 
States by 1869. What were the social, political, and economic consequences? 
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/western-union-completes-the-first-transcontinental-telegraph-line 
 
Transatlantic communication became possible when a cable was laid on the Atlantic sea floor in 1858. What opportunities 
did this present? https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/first-transatlantic-telegraph-cable-completed 
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A trans-Pacific cable connected San Francisco with Honolulu and the Philippines in 1902. 

http://atlantic-cable.com//CableCos/ComPacCable/index.htm   What were the impacts from this advance in communication 
technology?  
 
Railroads primarily improve transportation, but they also carried mail, money, and people, improving communication. How 
did the Transcontinental Railroad (1867) change culture across the United States? 
https://www.history.com/news/transcontinental-railroad-changed-america#:~:text=By%201880%2C%20the%20transcontine
ntal%20railroad,railroad%20also%20facilitated%20international%20trade. 
 
Telephones made their debut at the 1876 World’s Fair. Alexander Graham Bell receives most of the credit, but he had 
competitors, including Edison. How did Bell succeed with his revolution in communication, and what social changes resulted? 
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_689864  
 
Movies began with The Edison Company’s invention of the kinetograph in 1888. How has film communication influenced 
culture, politics, and business? 
https://www.loc.gov/collections/edison-company-motion-pictures-and-sound-recordings/articles-and-essays/history-of-edis
on-motion-pictures/ 
 
The Titanic was huge, fast, and allegedly unsinkable.  Then it sank in 1912, a shocking reminder that modern technology 

could not stop an iceberg. How did communication contribute to its failure and to the rescue? 

https://www.radford.edu/content/radfordcore/home/news/releases/2012/april/kovarik-titanic-tragedy.html 

 

Advertising and Commercial Communication 
 

Railroad Executives were not content to build a transportation system; they also hustled to promote travel to the west, 

communicating with posters and leaflets. The Northern Pacific promoted tourism to Yellowstone National Park in the 1870s, 

while the Southern Pacific Railroad started Sunset magazine in 1898 with a feature about Yosemite. Was communication 

about the West more harmful or helpful to the nation’s development? 

https://www.kcet.org/shows/lost-la/promoting-the-golden-west-advertising-and-the-railroad 

 
Annie Oakley and Calamity Jane performed  in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West shows. How did their presence make the show’s 

advertising and promotional communication more effective?  

https://www.loc.gov/rr/news/topics/bill.html 
http://www.pbs.org/opb/historydetectives/feature/women-of-the-wild-west/ 
 
When Thomas Edison electrocuted an elephant during his rivalry with Nikola Tesla and George Westinghouse, what was he 

trying to communicate? Changes in technology were transforming home life, the business world, and also communication 

with potential customers. What were the consequences?  
https://deathpenalty.procon.org/critical-thinking-video-series-thomas-edison-electrocutes-topsy-the-elephant-jan-4-1903
/ 
 
The Sears Catalog (1893-1993) encouraged customers far from large stores to purchase a wide variety of manufactured 
goods. Called the “wishbook” by many fans, its pages are now a priceless resource for social historians. What did they 
communicate then, and what stories do they tell us today? 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/rise-and-fall-sears-180964181/ 
https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/findingaids/searscatalogs/ 
 
Sears Craftsman “Honor Built” Homes (1908-1942) were purchased through a catalog. They arrived as kits, and people 
assembled them on the home site. These are treasured antiques today. What do the plans communicate about society? 
https://www.southcoasttoday.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20010318/NEWS/303189914&cid=sitesearch.  
https://www.antiquehomestyle.com/plans/sears/1923sears/23sears-bandon.htm 
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Automobile Advertisements reveal much about society. How did companies convince Americans that their machines were 
safe? How did they communicate with women? What did their communications assume about buyers? 
https://uh.edu/engines/epi1231.htm 
https://digitalcollections.lib.washington.edu/digital/collection/advert/search/searchterm/automobiles%20carriages%20wago
ns/field/subjec/mode/all/conn/and/cosuppress/ 
http://www.autolife.umd.umich.edu/Gender/Scharff/Automobile_Advertisements.htm 
 
Patent Medicines (ca. 1860-1900) were often worthless or even harmful but flourished due to successful advertising and 
uninformed customers in the sparsely populated American West. How did communication make extravagant claims seem 
realistic? https://dp.la/exhibitions/patent-medicine 
 

Artwork  
 

The United States Capitol Building showcases masterpieces by several artists. A successful project could focus on just one 

artist or could compare one or two 

● John Trumbull (1756-1843) illustrated the signing of the Declaration of Independence and other pivotal events 

● Constantino Brumidi (1805-1880) painted a “Frieze of American History” and other murals 

● Thomas Crawford (1814-1857) sculpted the “Statue of Freedom,” the “Progress of Civilization,” and others 

● Vinnie Ream (1848-1914) sculpted Lincoln, Sequoyah, and others 

● others... 

How does the artwork communicate the vision of the artist and the historical context of its era? Have perceptions of the 

people and events depicted changed over time? https://www.aoc.gov/capitol-hill/artists 

 

George Caleb Bingham (1811-1879) celebrated the people and landscapes of the West. How did his work communicate his 

vision of the Mississippi and its environment? How did his depiction of martial law in “General Order No. 11” communicate a 

specific perspective of Union military policy?  https://www.metmuseum.org/press/exhibitions/2015/navigating-the-west 

 
Emanuel Leutze (1816-1868) romanticized American history with his paintings “Washington Crossing the Delaware,” 
“Washington Rallying the Troops at Monmouth,” and “Westward the Course of Empire.” Why would someone who spent 
more than half of his life in Germany idolize the United States? What did he communicate about America that earned him a 
commission for the Capitol building? 
https://www.aoc.gov/art/other-paintings-and-murals/westward-course-empire-takes-its-way 
https://www.metmuseum.org/blogs/metkids/2019/washington-crosses-delaware-leutze-lawrence 
 

George Catlin (1796 - 1872) painted Native Americans in their traditional environment.  He was the first to commit himself to 

document their lives and culture. What did he communicate that might otherwise have been lost? What were his 

motivations?  https://americanart.si.edu/artist/george-catlin-782 

 

Thomas Cole (1801-1848) was a leader of the Hudson River School of painting. Chief among Cole’s paintings are The Oxbow 

and the five-part sequences The Course of Empire.  How did he communicate a changing vision of the wilderness to an 

industrializing nation? https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/cole/hd_cole.htm 

 

Winslow Homer (1836-1910) illustrated much of the Civil War for Harper’s Weekly and created oil paintings from many of 

those drawings. Later in life, much of his work centered around seascapes. What did he communicate about war, race 

relations, and the time and place in which he lived? https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/homr/hd_homr.htm 

 

Thomas Moran’s (1837-1926) majestic paintings of Yellowstone influenced the perception of the West and were used in 

discussions about the role of mining and logging amid the emerging concept of conservation. What did he communicate 

through art, and how did that influence ideas about nature and nationhood? https://art.famsf.org/thomas-moran 
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Albert Bierstadt (1830-1902) painted the west with a romantic flair. His works include covered wagons on the Oregon Trail, 

several landscapes of Yosemite, Donner Pass and Lake Tahoe. What new perspectives did he communicate through his work? 

https://art.famsf.org/albert-bierstadt 

 

Mary Cassatt (1844-1926) created  impressionistic paintings despite being discouraged from pursuing an art career.  Her 
friendship with Degas led to several interesting collaborations. Did her unusual role as a female artist encourage her to 
communicate subjects that men might have overlooked? 
https://www.nga.gov/features/slideshows/mary-cassatt-selected-paintings.html 
 
Chiure Obata (1885-1975) emigrated to California from Japan in 1903 and influenced perceptions of California’s landscape for 
generations of Americans. As ayoung man, he sketched the damage from the 1906 earthquake. In the 1930’s, he joined the 
faculty at UC Berkeley and painted many landscapes. During World War II, he directed art education in the internment camps. 
How did his Japanese identity communicate something unique about art and nature and California? 
https://americanart.si.edu/artist/chiura-obata-27393 
 
California Impressionists (ca. 1900-1915) brought French painting styles to California, with innovations for the state’s unique 
geography and culture. Did their work communicate something new about the regional landscape? 
https://mymodernmet.com/california-impressionism/ 
 
Frederic Remington (1861-1909) sculpted, painted, and drew in the American West? What vision did his work communicate 
about ranchers, natives, and wildlife?  
https://americanart.si.edu/artist/frederic-remington-4002 
 
The Hayden Geological Survey of Yellowstone in 1871 resulted in Yellowstone being named a National Park. Participation  by 

painter Thomas Moran and photographer  WIlliam Henry Jackson was critical to their cause.  Was their artwork more artistic, 

political, or both? https://art.famsf.org/thomas-moran 

http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/artists/1853/william-henry-jackson-american-1843-1942/ 

 
War Memorials and Monuments communicate something about the event they commemorate, but even more about the 
people who erect them. Any of the following would be interesting: 

● Ulysses S. Grant has a small memorial in Washington, D.C. built in 1890 and a large one (his tomb) in New York City 
(1897). How does each monument communicate a different vision of our nation’s 18th president? 
https://teachinghistory.org/best-practices/examples-of-historical-thinking/25860 
https://www.nps.gov/gegr/learn/historyculture/index.htm 

● Abraham Lincoln is represented in the Emancipation or Freedman’s Memorial of 1876 as well as in the more famous 
Lincoln Memorial (1914-1922). How does each communicate a different message? How have interpretations of each 
changed over time?  https://www.nps.gov/linc/index.htm     https://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wash/dc87.htm  

● Gettysburg and other Battlefields have many monuments, each with its own story. What do they communicate? 
How might different people and different times offer conflicting views of the events they commemorate? 
https://www.nps.gov/gett/index.htm 

 

Biography, Autobiography, Travel Journals, Captivity Narratives 
 

In Jamestown, Captain John Smith (1580-1631) famously forced the Jamestown settlers to stop exploring for gold and begin 

some tedious farming by proclaiming, “He who does not work does not eat.” Smith also explored the Chesapeake region, 

publishing several maps and selling his travel stories for eager readers in England.  How did Smith’s communications both 

help the colony survive and also drive him back to England? https://historicjamestowne.org/history/pocahontas/john-smith/ 

 
Mary Rowlandson, (1637-1711) a captive during King Philip’s War, survived to write about her experiences, becoming a 

best-selling author with a new genre of literature, the “captivity narrative.”  How did her communication express something 

new in America? https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/february-29/ 
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Olaudah Equiano (1745-1797) was captured in Southern Nigeria and sold into slavery. After serving on a Virginia plantation, 
on a British ship, and in a Philadelphia merchant business, he eventually became free, settled in Britain, and published his 
story: Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa the African, Written By Himself. Translated into several 
languages, this became a bestseller and a source of income for the family, an inspiration for abolitionists, and a model for 
many captivity narratives that followed. What did Equiano choose to communicate to his European and American audiences? 
https://www.blackpast.org/global-african-history/people-global-african-history/equiano-olaudah-1745-1797/ 
 
James Barr (1790-1880) was born into slavery in Connecticut and lived through that state’s gradual emancipation process. He 
wrote his memoir during the Civil War, when he was surprised to learn that many people did not know that Connecticut had 
ever allowed slavery. What did his communication accomplish? 
https://connecticuthistory.org/james-mars-words-illuminate-the-cruelty-of-slavery-in-new-england/ 
 
Frederick Douglass (1818-1895) escaped to freedom, becoming a full-time communicator. Douglass was a non-stop lecturer 
on the abolition circuit, a writer of books and newspapers, a member of the American Anti-Slavery Society, a supporter of 
women’s rights, and, after the Civil War, an advocate for the 15th Amendment, a diplomat to Haiti, and finally, United States 
Marshall for Washington, DC. His newspaper was first called The North Star and later, Frederick Douglass’s Paper. He wrote 
three autobiographies. A successful project could focus on any aspect of his life’s work. https://www.nps.gov/frdo/index.htm 
 
Harriet Tubman (1822-1913) first liberated herself from slavery. Then she returned to lead others to freedom. Finally, she 

guided US troops through the South during the Civil War.  In 1869, children’s author Sarah Hopkins Bradford described 

Tubman’s story in Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman. How did communication about Tubman’s life change America’s 

culture? https://www.biography.com/activist/harriet-tubman 

 
The Donner Party, who traveled by covered wagon from Missouri to California in 1846, faced starvation on the trail due to 

inaccurate communication in a guidebook. Why did they trust the book? Who wrote it? Were such publications common? 

http://www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org/pages/bookreviews/Emigrant's%20Guide,%201845.html 

 

John C.and Jessie Fremont actively promoted Western expansion and the abolition of slavery.  Known as “The Pathfinder,” 

Fremont was an early explorer (with Kit Carson as his guide) of routes to California. He encouraged the Bear Flag Revolt and 

served as Senator from California from 1850-51. Jessie published her husband’s journals from his expeditions into the West. 

These were widely read like best-selling novels. John C. Fremont  was also the first candidate for president under the new 

Republican Party in 1856. The Fremonts lived in California from 1848 until the Civil War, when Fremont was appointed 

commander of the Western Division in Missouri. He promptly issued an emancipation order without Lincoln’s permission and 

Jessie famously traveled to Washington DC to argue with Lincoln over military policy. (Lincoln did not change his mind.) How 

did the Fremonts’ communications influence national policy and national perspectives of the West? 

http://plainshumanities.unl.edu/encyclopedia/doc/egp.war.016 

https://civilwar.vt.edu/jessie-benton-fremont-the-civil-war-stateswoman/ 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/antislaveryadvocacyblackpoint.htm 

 

William Still (1821-1902), a free black in Philadelphia, assisted hundreds of fugitives from slavery, providing shelter and 

recording their stories. His book, The Underground Railroad, is still the best source for information about the heroes and 

survivors of the struggle. How did his communication establish the legacy of the road to freedom? 

http://stillfamily.library.temple.edu/exhibits/show/william-still/historical-perspective/william-still---s-national-sig 

 

Thomas Wentworth Higginson (1823-1911), a white minister, led one of the first black regiments in the Civil War and 

described the experience in Army Life in a Black Regiment, published in 1870. Previously, he preached against slavery, broke 

down a court-house door attempting to rescue fugitive slave Anthony Burns, raised money and purchased weapons for 

free-soilers in Kansas, and financially supported John Brown. (After John Brown’s capture, he was the only member of the 

Secret Six who did not flee.)  After the Civil War, Higginson published essays promoting women’s rights and promoted female 

authors, including poet Emily Dickinson. How did Higginson’s diverse communications serve the nation? 

https://www.battlefields.org/learn/biographies/thomas-wentworth-higginson 
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Susie King Taylor (1848-1867), a black woman born into slavery, washed clothes, taught reading, and once or twice fired a 

weapon with the first black regiment in the South Carolina sea islands. Her memoir is short and readable. What does it 

communicate about the spirit of those who first fought for their own freedom? 

https://historyengine.richmond.edu/episodes/view/6652 

 

Sarah Emma Edmonds and Frank Thompson (1841-1898) were the same person. Facing an unhappy home, Sarah adopted a 

masculine identity and, like 300 other women, served as a man during the Civil War. What challenges did she face in 

communicating with others, both during her period of disguise and afterward, when she published her memoir, Nurse and 

Spy in the Union Army? https://www.nps.gov/people/sarah-emma-edmonds.htm 

 

Elizabeth Keckley (1818-1907) published a memoir of her struggle for freedom and her work as a dressmaker for both Mary 

Lincoln and (earlier) Mrs. Jefferson Davis.  Titled “Behind the Scenes, or Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White 

House,” it describes both events and emotions in detail. What can this unique perspective communicate about pivotal people 

and events? https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/keckley/summary.html 

 

John R. Lynch (1847-1939) was born a slave, freed by the Emancipation Proclamation, and represented Mississippi in the US 

Congress from 1873-1877. He lived to see many of the gains of Reconstruction overturned, and his book, The Facts of 

Reconstruction (1919), disputed the racist view that blacks lost many rights due to their own failures.  How did he 

communicate his version of the past? https://history.house.gov/People/Detail/17259 

 

Court Cases  
 

Mumbet, or Elizabeth Freeman reasoned that freedom from Britain for America should mean freedom from slavery for 

African Americans. She took her case to court in Massachusetts and won. Within 25 years of the Revolution, all northern 

states had ended slavery. How did her communications earn freedom for herself and others? 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/freeman-elizabeth-mum-bett-1742-1829/ 

 

Marbury v. Madison (1803) established the principle of judicial review, vastly expanding the influence of the  Supreme Court 

and altering the balance of power between the nation’s three branches and between nation and state. What did Chief Justice 

John Marshall communicate in his decision and what have been the long-term consequences? 

https://www.oyez.org/cases/1789-1850/5us137 

 

The Amistad Trial of 1839 worked to free the fugitives on the slave ship Amistad. The trial captured the imagination of 
slavery opponents. Former president John Quincy Adams argued the case, which freed the slaves.  How did arguments 
developed in the case communicate legal principles that created a foundation for future antislavery work? 
https://famous-trials.com/amistad#:~:text=Amistad%20Trials%20(1839%2D1840),stories%20of%20the%20nineteenth%20ce
ntury. 
 

Archy Lee (1858) tested California’s status as a free state, when his Mississippi owner brought him into the state and he 

escaped. The owner captured him and tried to keep him. The California State Supreme Court ruled for the owner, but 

abolitionists intervened, including Lincoln’s friend Edward Baker. A US Commissioner finally freed Lee. What do the court 

cases communicate about law and power in pre-Civil War California? 

https://www.blackpast.org/aaw/vignette_aahw_people/archy-lee-case-1858/ 

 
Gibbons v. Ogden (1824) broke the monopoly on ferry service in the New York harbor, creating a competitive scramble for 

ferry service, but also encouraging the capitalist spirit throughout American industry.  Future tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt 

was a young employee of Thomas Gibbons; Daniel Webster argued the case. How did communication create business 

opportunities? https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/gibbons-v-ogden-defining-congress-power-under-the-commerce-clause 
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Dred Scott (1799-1858) sued for his freedom in court in 1857 and lost. Instead of freeing him, Supreme Court  Justice Taney 

decided that, as a black man, Scott had no rights and could never be a citizen. Furthermore, the Court continued, Congress 

had no right to limit slavery in the territories that were not yet states. This case, the first in more than 50 years in which the 

Supreme Court ruled a federal law to be unconstitutional, motivated many northerners to press harder for an end to slavery. 

What is distinctive about the communication in the Court’s decision? What kind of communication did the decision inspire 

among opponents?  http://hd.housedivided.dickinson.edu/node/9599 

https://civilwaronthewesternborder.org/islandora/search/dred%20scott?type=dismax 

 
Mary Ellen Pleasant (1814-1904) a black abolitionist and businesswoman who came to San Francisco in the 1850’s, 

successfully sued to desegregate streetcars in San Francisco in the 1860’s.  How did she succeed? With whom did she 

communicate, and how? https://coloredconventions.org/california-equality/biographies/mary-ellen-pleasant/ 

 
Hutchings v. Low (1872) established the nation’s right to set aside land for public use. James Mason Hutchings argued that, 
because he had a tourist business in Yosemite Valley, he should be able to own the land. The court ruled that the government 
did not have a contract with settlers. Did this communication have influence beyond Yosemite? 
https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/rusticarch/chap3.htm 
 
U.S. v. Cruikshank (1876) overturned many protections for black civil rights guaranteed by the 14th Amendment. Why did the 

justices vote this way? What did the decision communicate to the white and black populations through its decision? 

https://constitutionallawreporter.com/2016/12/13/historical-united-states-v-cruikshank/ 

 
Munn v. Illinois (1877). In an effort to control railroads and grain elevators, whose power to set rates determined the 

profitability of every family farm and the affordability of food for every table, the Supreme Court upheld the state’s right to 

regulate businesses of a quasi-public character.  Did this ruling provide sufficient protection for ordinary citizens? How did 

communication by an organization of farmers help bring the needs of the public before the Court? 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Munn-v-Illinois  

 
The Civil Rights Act of 1875 and the Civil Rights Cases of 1883 canceled each other out. The Act passed after two years of 

political pressure. Charles Sumner advocated it with his dying breath; black Congressmen spoke out; former Civil War general 

Benjamin Butler described the faces of dying black soldiers; the bill passed only after an election was safely over and the 

provisions for school integration had been removed. The bill demanded integrated restaurants, rail cars, and other public 

accommodations. Then the Supreme Court overturned it in 1883. What did the Act and the loss of it communicate to the 

nation? https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/common/generic/CivilRightsAct1875.htm 

https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/reconstruction-and-its-impact/us-supre

me-1 
 
Chew Heong v. United States (1884) established that the government could not require a person to produce a document 

when he returned that did not exist before he left. What communication established the unjust law, and how did 

communication help overcome it? https://www.fjc.gov/sites/default/files/trials/Chew%20Heong%20Teacher%20Handout.pdf 

 

Yick Wo (1886) won the right to operate a laundry in Yick Wo v. Hopkins. How did effective communication win the case? 

https://www.oyez.org/cases/1850-1900/118us356 

 
Wong Kim Ark of San Francisco tested the birthright citizenship clause of the 14th Amendment. Arrested in 1895 trying to 

re-enter California after a trip to China he took his case to the Supreme Court, which agreed that the 14th Amendment 

granted him citizenship because he was born in the U.S., even though he was of Chinese descent. With whom did he 

communicate to win his case?  https://www.si.edu/newsdesk/photos/wong-kim-ark 

 
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) was a Supreme Court case that legalized segregation, famously proclaiming that “separate but 

equal” facilities were sufficient. Justice Harlan made a name for himself in dissent. How did each side communicate its 

position?  https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=52 
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Northern Securities v. United States (1904) established Teddy Roosevelt’s reputation as a trust-buster. Northern Securities 
was a huge railroad and shipping conglomerate. TR broke it up under the authority of the Sherman Antitrust Act. How did 
communication during the case achieve Roosevelt’s objective? How did communication after the case change both the 
presidency and business practices? 
https://ehistory.osu.edu/exhibitions/1912/trusts/NorthernSecurities 
 
Diaries, Letters, and Journals 
 
Mary Chesnut (1823-1886) was a southern woman, the wife of a South Carolina Senator, who kept a diary during the Civil 

War era. What do her communications reveal about the Southern perspective of events? What perceptions are surprising? 

What biases are present, or missing? https://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/chesnut/bio.html 

 

Spotswood Rice (1819-1907), an ordinary black soldier, gained his freedom through the Emancipation Proclamation, joined 

the Union Army, then demanded freedom for his wife and children, threatening to march in with his regiment and take his 

family by force if their owners would not give them up. A military chaplain during the war, Rice founded several churches 

during Reconstruction. What emotions do his communication on behalf of his children’s freedom reveal? 

http://www.civilwaronthewesternborder.org/encyclopedia/rice-spotswood 

 
Civil War Soldiers wrote extensively to family, sweethearts, and friends. Perhaps you have letters in your own family 
collections!  If not, many are online. Choose a topic or a person -- how did communication by letter reveal something unique 
about the period? https://content.lib.washington.edu/civilwarweb/essay.html 
 
Essays, Philosophy, Other Influential Writing 
 
Noah Webster (1758-1843) wrote a widely adopted spelling book for American school children and  the first American 

Dictionary. He also was a founder of the Connecticut Society for the Abolition of Slavery.  How did Webster influence 

American communication? https://www.neh.gov/humanities/2010/marchapril/statement/better-living-through-spelling 

 

Caleb Bingham (1757-1817) published The Columbian Orator, an anthology of speeches and dialogues for young people to 

memorize and practice public speaking. Commonly used in schools for about 25 years, its selections advocated democracy 

and freedom, and was used by Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln as speakers and writers.  How much did Binghams’ 

instruction on communication skills influence American history? 

https://blogs.princeton.edu/cotsen/2020/06/the-fanaticism-frederick-douglass-found-in-the-columbian-orator/ 

 

Mason Locke Weems (1759-1825) sold books for a living and increased his sales by writing The Life of Washington, read by 

school-children for nearly a century. It includes the fable about Washington chopping down the cherry tree and confessing to 

his father, “I cannot tell a lie.” These and other stories formed an important part of young people’s moral education.  How did 

Parson Weems’ colorful, if embellished communications about the revolutionary era influence American culture? 

https://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/facts/myths/george-washington-and-the-cherry-tree-myth/where-the-ch

erry-tree-grew-an-interview-with-phillip-levy/ 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) communicated through essays on Nature, Self-Reliance, and History. How did his views  of 

American identity become accepted? http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3551 

 

Margaret Fuller (1810-1850) was a writer and Transcendentalist thinker. A founder, with Ralph Waldo Emerson, of The Dial, 

and the author of Woman in the 19th Century, she laid the foundation for many changes that occurred after her short life 

ended in a shipwreck. What was unique about her ability to communicate? 

http://www.womenhistoryblog.com/2012/05/margaret-fuller.html 
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David Walker (1796-1830) wrote “An Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World” in 1829 demanding equal rights, warning 

blacks not to depend on well-intentioned whites, and rejecting the racist thinking of the day. How did his communication 

energize an emerging abolitionist movement? https://www.blackpast.org/?s=david+walker 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/walker-edward-garrison-1831-1901/ 

 

Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) famously protested the Mexican War by refusing to pay taxes and spent a night in jail. He 

communicated his views on moral disputes with the government in his essay “Civil Disobedience.” 

https://www.biography.com/writer/henry-david-thoreau 

 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote the “Declaration of Sentiments,” “The Woman’s Bible,” and countless  speeches and essays 

asserting women’s equal rights in a democracy. Her partnership with Susan B. Anthony created a climate of change that 

moved women much closer to earning the vote. Anthony was arrested for voting in 1872, and she founded, over the years, at 

least three women’s rights organizations. How did they communicate as a team so effectively? 

https://www.pbs.org/stantonanthony/ 
 
John Burroughs (1837-1921) was an early conservationist and nature writer. How did his books and other communication 
influence the nation’s environmental conscience? 
https://www.johnburroughsassociation.org/index.php/about/about-john-burroughs 
 
John Muir’s writing was critical in advancing conservation and promoting the National Park System. Founder of the Sierra 

Club, an expert on glaciers, and Teddy Roosevelt’s guide in Yosemite, Muir famously wrote, “the mountains are calling and I 

must go.” How did Muir’s communication change the nation’s perception of the wilderness?  

https://vault.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/life/muir_biography.aspx 

The Hetch Hetchy Dam represents John Muir’s greatest failure. Even though it lay inside protected boundaries, years of 

political pressure by conservationists did not prevent its construction. Does this represent a flaw in Muir’s communication 

skills? https://www.archives.gov/legislative/features/hetch-hetchy 

 

George Bird Grinnell (1849-1938) used a magazine article to save the buffalo. In September 1892, he published “The Last of 
the Buffalo” in Scribner’s magazine.  For decades, he edited Forest and Stream magazine, which he used to crusade against 
feathered hats, a fashion that killed off 90% of the egrets in Florida’s Everglades. How did Grinnell’s communication skills 
serve the nation? Biography: https://owaa.org/owaa-legends/george-bird-grinnell-the-noblest-roman-of-them-all/  Text of 
his buffalo article:  https://archive.org/details/lastofbuffalo00grin/page/n1/mode/2up 
 
Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) spoke about “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” in 1893, just as 
frontier life was disappearing. How did his ideas change American concept of themselves? How has disagreement and 
communication about his ideas influenced our culture? http://faculty.weber.edu/kmackay/frederick_jackson_turner.htm 
 
Booker T. Washington (1856-1915) founded the Tuskegee Institute in Huntsville, Alabama, in 1851. He is controversial for his 

belief that African Americans could advance further through skilled work rather than political advocacy. Many believed (then 

and now) that this excused racist policies. Others believed it to be a practical viewpoint. How did he communicate his 

perspective and answer objections?  https://www.history.com/topics/black-history/booker-t-washington 

 

W.E.B. Dubois (1868-1963) was a black scholar and university professor. Unlike Booker T. Washington, he refused to 
accommodate racism and was scathingly critical in the face of it. His book on Reconstruction refuted many commonly 
accepted assertions that blacks could not form effective governments. 
http://www.blackpast.org/aah/dubois-william-edward-burghardt-1868-1963 
 

Legislation, Treaties, Agreements 
 
The Proclamation of 1763 established a western boundary for English settlement, protecting Native Americans’ right to their 
territory. Settlers who wanted their own land crossed illegally to settle west of the Appalachians. What message was Britain 
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communicating to settlers with this law, and how was it received? What were the consequences for the settlers, for the 
British, and for the Natives? https://www.britannica.com/event/Proclamation-of-1763 
 
The Declaration of Independence (1776)  first stated “all men are created equal.” How has each era reinterpreted this 
famous communication? https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration/what-does-it-say 
 

The First Amendment (1789) guarantees freedom of speech and of the press. Why did the founders think free expression 
was so important? Are there any boundaries on communication?  
https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/creating-the-united-states/interactives/bill-of-rights/religion/index.html 
 
The Alien and Sedition Acts imposed restrictions on French immigrants and allowed the jailing of major newspaper 

publishers who criticized the government. These laws became a major reason John Adams was not re-elected and caused a 

constitutional crisis when states refused to follow them. What did these laws communicate that offended the nation so 

deeply?  https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=16 

 
The Missouri Compromise in 1820 and the Compromise of 1850 held the nation together temporarily as it struggled over 

slavery with each new addition of territory. Henry Clay (177-1852), the “Great Compromiser,” wrote these laws and also 

helped resolve the nullification crisis (a critical disagreement over tariffs) in the 1830’s. How is compromise rooted in 

communication? What were its consequences? https://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-Clay 

 
Daniel Webster (1782-1852), famous for his oratory, riveted the nation during the nullification and tariff crisis of the 1830’s, 

crying “Liberty and Union! Now and inseparable!” He lost many supporters, though, for backing Clay’s Compromise of 1850, 
which included a harsh Fugitive Slave Act. Why did Webster’s communication skills succeed in the 1830s but falter in 1850? 

https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/common/generic/Speeches_Webster_7March.htm 
 
The Indian Removal Act (1830) authorized the expulsion of Native Americans across the Mississippi into the West. 
Thousands died on The Trail of Tears, and many other removals followed. What does the legislation communicate about the 
goals of the United States and its relationship to native people? 
 
The Gag Rules (1835 - 1837) prevented any discussion of slavery in Congress.  Why and how did Southern Congressmen 
manage to pass this rule? How did John Quincy Adams finally remove the gag order? What communication was suppressed 
and what was accomplished when communication again became more free? 
https://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1800-1850/The-House-of-Representatives-instituted-the-%E2%80%9Cgag-rul
e%E2%80%9D/ 
 

The Monterey Convention of 1849 negotiated the state’s first Constitution, published in both English and Spanish. It 

established California’s state boundaries and requested permission from Congress for admission as a free state. What did 

that early political document communicate about early hopes for California? Were those dreams realized? 

https://www.sos.ca.gov/archives/collections/constitutions/1849-constitution-facts/ 

 

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 sparked extreme resistance after Anthony Burns escaped slavery in 1853 and made it to 

Boston, only to be arrested and returned to Virginia. How did the explosion of anger over his fate change the tone of 

communication? https://www.massmoments.org/moment-details/fugitive-slave-anthony-burns-arrested.html 

 

California’s Foreign Miner’s Tax of 1852 forced non-citizens to pay in taxes more money than most gold claims would 

provide. What did this communicate about race in California? What was its consequence? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=570 

 

California’s apprenticeship laws (1850-1863) allowed citizens to force Native American children into service for white 

owners. How did language, laws, and communication deprive some people of their freedom? How were laws changed 

https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/04/29/freedom-for-californias-indians/ 
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The Wilmot Proviso (1846-1848) attempted to stop slavery from spreading into territory gained in the Mexican War. What 

communication supported it? What prevented its passage in the Senate?  

 

The Kansas-Nebraska Act (written in 1854 by Lincoln’s rival Stephen Douglas) allowed settlers to vote on the issue of slavery 

in the territory, moving the problem out of the halls of Congress and into the streets and fields of Kansas. What 

communication did it inspire? http://www.civilwaronthewesternborder.org/encyclopedia/kansas-nebraska-act 

 
The Yosemite Grant (1862) preserved the Yosemite Valley and Mariposa Grove, giving the region to the State of California to 
protect.  The Yellowstone National Park Protection Act (1872) preserved Yellowstone.  The National Parks Service Organic 
Act (1916) created an organization to manage and protect the parks, spaces of spectacular beauty, from tragic devastation 
caused by logging and mining.  How did the advocates of conservation communicate successfully enough to win political 
support? https://www.nps.gov/articles/quick-nps-history.htm 
 
The Forest Reserve Act (1891) authorized Congress to set aside some land in the West as forest reserves. In 1905, Gifford 
Pinchot was appointed by Theodore Roosevelt as the first leader of the National Forest Service. Pinchot wanted to avoid the 
tragic loss of vast natural resources on U.S. lands, yet he did not favor preserving the land and not using it. How did 
communication about the Forest Service highlight conflicts between preservation and conservation? 
https://ehistory.osu.edu/exhibitions/1912/conservation/gifford_pinchot 
 

The Pacific Railroad Act (1862) authorized the building of a railroad along the 42nd parallel,  linking the continental United 

States together, speeding transportation and communication, and opening markets for both agriculture and manufactured 

goods. How did communication make it possible to pass this legislation, even during a major war? What role did 

communication play in completing the project?  https://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/pacificrail.html 

 
The 13th Amendment (1865) ended slavery throughout the United States.  How did the nation come to agree on the words 

and meaning of this important communication? https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=40 

 

The 14th Amendment (1868) established citizenship for newly freed slaves and threatened to reduce representation in 

Congress for states who did not allow black citizens to vote.  This amendment famously guarantees “equal protection under 

the law,” a promise that was violated many times, but which remains an important legal principle communicated in many 

court decisions. What is its legacy? https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=43 

 
The 15th Amendment (1870) states that the right to vote cannot be denied because of race.  It did not prevent states from 

denying the vote because of illiteracy, poverty, or other criteria.  Why did Congress leave loopholes in their communication 

about voting? https://www.britannica.com/topic/Fifteenth-Amendment 

 
Henry Wilson (1812-1875), Massachusetts senator and vice president under Grant, tirelessly advocated for black Civil Rights 

and voting rights for women, and he wrote these rights into early versions of the 14th and 15th Amendments. How did he 

communicate his vision of equality? How much did he achieve, and what work was left for the next generation?  

https://www.senate.gov/about/officers-staff/vice-president/VP_Henry_Wilson.htm 

 
The Civil Rights Act of 1875 guaranteed equal treatment in public accommodations and transportation (such as streetcars), 
and it promised that African Americans would serve on juries. The Supreme Court declared the law unconstitutional in 1883. 
What devious communications strategies undermined those important civil rights principles? 
https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/common/generic/CivilRightsAct1875.htm 
 

The Compromise of 1877 pulled US troops out of the South, leaving the states to supervise their own elections. This resulted 

in violence against blacks who wished to vote.  How did southern governors communicate their needs before the 

Compromise? How did party officials respond? What legacy did the compromise leave? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3109 
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San Francisco’s Queue Ordinance (1878) mandated that all prisoners would have their hair cut if taken to jail. Since Chinese 

men valued their long ponytails (“queues”), this was a special threat to keep them on the right side of the law.   Ho Ah Kow 

challenged the ordinance and in 1879 San Francisco Federal Court Judge Fields ruled it a violation of the 14th Amendment’s 

equal protection clause. What did the “queue” communicate to other Chinese, and how was it understood differently by 

others?  http://recordsofrights.org/events/125/pigtail-ordinance 

 

The Chinese Exclusion Act, passed in 1882 and renewed four times, banned Chinese from immigrating to the United States. 

Less than 20 years earlier, the Chinese had been crucial in completing the Transcontinental Railroad linking California to the 

East Coast. How did opponents of the Chinese communicate their objections? How did the Chinese respond? 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/28/arts/television/pbs-chinese-exclusion-act.html 

 

The Sherman Antitrust Act (1890) and the Clayton Antitrust Acts (1913) allowed small companies to compete more fairly 
against large corporations. Who worked for this legislation and how did they succeed? What communication methods 
defeated powerful opposition? 
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=51  
 

The 1897 Petition Against the Annexation of Hawaii brought 21,000 signatures to Congress. Nevertheless, the islands were 

annexed a year later. What did the petition communicate? Who had more influence than the signers? 

https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/hawaii-petition  

 

William Mulholland (1855-1935) passed a bond issue and dammed the Owens River in 1913 to supply water to Los Angeles, 

creating explosive growth throughout the region. What communication strategy created this opportunity? 

http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/i_r/mulholland.htm 
 

The Raker Act (1913) authorized the construction of a dam to provide water for San Francisco. John Muir opposed the plan 

to flood Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy Valley. How did communication during the debate highlight the conflict between 

preservationists and developers? Why did Muir lose and why did the developers win? 

https://vault.sierraclub.org/ca/hetchhetchy/history.asp 

 

The California Alien Land Law (1913) prohibited aliens (non-citizen residents) from owning property. This law was renewed in 

1920 and finally overturned in 1952. Some immigrants purchased land in their children’s names and were able to defend it in 

court. What did the law communicate about the status of Japanese and why did it end? 

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/5views/5views4d.htm 

https://www.riversideca.gov/museum/haradahouse/ 

 

The Panama Canal opened in 1914, connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, and allowing faster and cheaper shipping. 

What communication strategies were necessary to build support for this monumental project in the US and foreign nations? 

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1899-1913/panama-canal#:~:text=Building%20the%20Panama%20Canal%2C%201903%

E2%80%931914,%E2%80%94a%20trans%2Disthmian%20canal.&text=Following%20heated%20debate%20over%20the,buildi

ng%20the%20canal%20through%20Panama. 

 

Music 
 

Negro Spirituals allowed enslaved people to express and share their emotions. Often, the lyrics contained coded messages 

that gave instructions for escape. How did this communication affect black society and future American music? 

http://www.pitts.emory.edu/collections/digitalcollections/exhibits/livinghope/index.cfm  

 
The Hutchinson Family Singers (1840’s-1860’s) were a white family singing group that performed religious, cultural and 

political music.  They often sang anti-slavery lyrics to familiar hymn tunes. They became the most popular touring group in 
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the US and also toured England. Contemporary groups have recorded their music. How did communication through music 

help the abolitionist cause? 

https://longreads.com/2017/03/07/a-history-of-american-protest-music-how-the-hutchinson-family-singers-achieved-pop-st

ardom-with-an-anti-slavery-anthem/ 

 
The Fisk Jubiliee Singers first toured in 1871, to raise money for the new, all-black Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee. 

Appreciation from white audiences was limited at first, but soon grew enough that the singers were invited to the White 

House and even toured Europe. The vocal ensemble is still active today. How was vocal music important as communication 

between black and white cultures then and now? http://fiskjubileesingers.org/about-the-singers/our-history/ 

 
Ragtime music introduced syncopated rhythm to a white audience and became wildly popular in the 1890’s.  How did this 

musical communication influence American culture? https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200035811/ 

Dvorak came to America in 1892 to lead the National Conservatory of Music in New York. His supporters wished to expose 
Americans to culture, even if they could not afford to study in Europe. Dvorak’s famous New World Symphony was first 
performed in 1893. Dvorak’s American students included Duke Ellington.  How did communication through music develop 
due to Dvorak’s presence? https://www.americanheritage.com/dvorak-america 
 

Newspapers and Journalism 
 

John Peter Zenger (1697-1746) criticized the governor of New York in his newspaper and was arrested. His trial established 

freedom of the press in the British colonies. Why was his communication so controversial? Why was his trial successful? 

https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/a-huge-free-press-victory-by-the-original-philadelphia-lawyer 

 
William Lloyd Garrison established the first national abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator. Garrison advocated non-violence 
and no political cooperation, because he believed the US Constitution was corrupted by slavery. Fiercely critical of churches, 
Garrison was always controversial. He was the first to champion Frederick Douglass, although they later had serious conflicts. 
How did Garrison’s fiery communications launch a successful movement? 
https://www.neh.gov/humanities/2013/januaryfebruary/feature/the-agitator 
 

Elijah Lovejoy, a white abolitionist publisher, was murdered in 1837, trying to stop a pro-slavery mob from dumping his third 

printing press into the Mississippi River. His brother Owen Lovejoy took up his cause, later becoming an influential 

Republican and supporter of Lincoln. Elijah’s murder also motivated John Brown to dedicate his life to the abolitionist cause. 

How did Lovejoy’s communications polarize the debate about slavery? 

https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/november-07/ 

 
Mary Ann Shadd Cary was the first black woman publisher in North America. After escaping to Canada in 1851, she and Rev. 

Samuel Winggold Ward began publishing The Provincial Freeman to promote equality and self-education among the black 

population. During the Civil War, she returned to the United States and worked as a recruiting officer for the Union Army. 

Following the war, she taught in black schools and earned a law degree. What were the common themes in her lifelong work 

as a communicator? http://www.math.buffalo.edu/~sww/0history/cary_maryshadd.html 

 

Horace Greeley’s New York Herald newspaper was widely read and influential. Early in the Civil War, he criticized Lincoln for 

not moving fast enough on emancipation. Later, he complained that Lincoln refused to end the bloodshed by compromising 

with the South. How did Lincoln and Greeley's communication reveal changing perceptions about the war?  

https://www.loc.gov/resource/mal.4233400/?st=text&r=-0.94,-0.129,2.88,3.132,0 

 

In 1859, Greeley took a cross-country trip to California. His lengthy journal is summarized here: 

https://www.nytimes.com/1964/01/26/archives/what-horace-greeley-saw-an-overland-journey-from-new-york-to-san.html 

and the full text is all here: https://www.yosemite.ca.us/library/greeley/ How did Greeley’s communication shape 

perceptions about the West?  
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In 1873, Harper’s Weekley sent two artists, Jules Tavernier and Paul Frenzeny, across the country on the Transcontinental 

Railroad. Their pictures and descriptions entertained readers then and are fascinating today. What do they communicate 

about the changing life in the West? 

https://exhibitenvoy.org/exhibits/a-great-frontier-odyssey-sketching-the-american-west/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1GdOESVm8xI&fbclid=IwAR1OVa3z_Wx2FcMUXRpaBjo9eojyK6_rp0jZymkGFHvN40KMY

MOCMqJXc1g 

 

Clarina Irene Howard Nichols (1810 - 1885), a journalist and activist,  threw herself into several movements:  abolition, the 

free-state movement in Kansas, and women’s rights. Although she did not live to see the 19th Amendment, she inserted 

more rights for women into the Kansas state constitution of 1861 than any state offered at that time. Women could vote in 

school board elections, inherit property after the death of a husband, and have legal custody over children after a death or 

divorce.  In 1872, she moved to California and continued to speak and publish in favor of women’s rights. Why was she such a 

persuasive communicator? http://www.civilwaronthewesternborder.org/encyclopedia/nichols-clarina-irene-howard 
 

Ida B. Wells (1862-1931) wrote newspaper articles opposing lynchings in the 1900’s. She was forced to move out of the South 

when her life was threatened. What did she achieve through honest communication? 

https://www.biography.com/people/ida-b-wells-9527635 

 

Ida Tarbell (1857-1944) used journalism to overcome the power of corporations to charge unfair prices. Due to her relentless 
pressure, John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Trust was broken up in 1904. Tarbell was also a pioneer in what we today call 
“investigative journalism” but was then known as “muckraking.” Why was her style of communication successful? How lasting 
were the changes she engineered? https://www.womenofthehall.org/inductee/ida-tarbell/ 
 

Jacob Riis (1849-1914) documented urban poverty with his camera, teaching wealthy and middle-class Americans “how the 

other half lives.” His work was influential with Progressive political policy. What was he able to communicate using both 

words and pictures?   https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jacob-riis/overview.html 

 
Yellow Journalism, intentionally biased reporting, was a major cause of the Spanish- American War in 1898.  How did 
competition between publishers Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst influence American foreign policy? What were 
their motivations? Is this communication style practiced today? https://www.pbs.org/crucible/frames/_journalism.html 
 
William Randolph Hearst (1863-1951) made a fortune in newspapers, starting with the San Francisco Examiner in 1888 and 
later the New York Morning Journal. He was a power-house in promoting the Spanish-American war, even traveling to Cuba 
to observe it from a ship. Hearst’s mother, Phoebe Apperson Hearst, built what is now Castlewood Country Club in 
Pleasanton, and Hearst himself built the Hearst Castle in San Simeon. At one point, Hearst’s purchases accounted for 25% of 
the world art market? What role did reliable and unreliable communication play in early 20th century American politics and 
culture? https://ehistory.osu.edu/exhibitions/1912/content/william_randolph_hearst 

 

Novels, Fiction, Short Stories 
 
Bret Harte (1836-1902) wrote stories set in early California, especially during the Gold Rush. What does his communication 
reveal about the emerging society? How would we perceive his characters differently today? 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Bret-Harte 
 
Ambrose Bierce (1842-1914) described the California Gold Rush and explored themes of mystery and horror in his 
best-selling short stories. How did he communicate so well with his readers? How do readers respond today? 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ambrose-Bierce 
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Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811-1896) wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the best-selling novel dramatizing the evils of slavery. Lincoln 

called her “the little woman who wrote the book that started this great War.” Why was her communication so successful? 

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/harriet-beecher-stowe 

 

Louisa May Alcott (1832-1888), author of Little Women and other books, clearly describes the roles for girls in the 19th 

century. Although Alcott does not shy away from the expectations of marriage and housework, her books (and movies) are 

still best sellers today. What are the timeless themes that Alcott communicates so well? How much did Transcendentalist 

teachings from her father and their neighbor, Ralph Waldo Emerson, influence Alcott’s writing? 

https://libguides.sjsu.edu/c.php?g=230218&p=1527734  

 

Mark Twain (1835-1910), author of Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn, Roughing It, and many short stories daringly wrote in 

American dialect, though he could use long, flowery sentences when he wanted them. How did his new style communicate 

new ideas? Twain was born in Missouri, started his writing career in California, and traveled the world before settling in 

Connecticut. He assisted in publishing the memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant.  https://www.pbs.org/kenburns/mark-twain 

 
Frank Norris’s The Octopus (1902) claimed to expose the exploitative role of the railroads in California. Many believed it; 
others point to many factual inaccuracies. What was the impact of this popular public communication? 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Octopus 
 

Upton Sinclair’s 1904 novel “The Jungle,” about the Chicago meat-packing industry, influenced Congress to pass the Pure 

Food and Drug Act, one of the first consumer protections in America. Why did his fiction communicate so successfully? 

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/ref/timestopics/topics_uptonsinclair.html 

 
John Rollins Ridge (1827-1867), aka Yellow Bird, was a Cherokee child on the Trail of Tears. His father was later murdered by 

fellow Cherokees who believed him responsible for their fate.  Later in life the young John killed his father’s murderer and 

fled to California for his own safety.  Here he became a poet and journalistas well as the first Native American novelist. His 

works include a biography of Joaquin Murrieta, for whom he had great sympathy. 

https://www.sierracollege.edu/ejournals/jsnhb/v1n2/ridge.html 

 
Joaquin Murrieta (1829-1853) clashed violently with settlers over mining claims and the murder of family members, including 

his sister. In revenge, he embarked on a career as an outlaw. Some say his adventures ended with his death at the hands of 

California Ranger Harry Love and some insist that he took the life of every man who injured his family and then lived into a 

long and comfortable old age in Mexico. Still others believe his story is entirely fictional -- a compilation of tall tales from a 

violent period in state history. What do the conflicting communications about his life reveal California? 

https://www.cocohistory.org/essays-murrieta.html 

 
Laura Ingalls Wilder (1867-1957) lived through enormous change in American life, and she wrote about many of those 
changes in her “Little House” series for young readers. What did she choose to communicate to future generations? How 
much did she modify for a young audience, and why? https://lauraingallswilderhome.com/ 
 
Almost any American writer can be examined from a historical perspective. Here is a website to explore: 
https://www.britannica.com/art/American-literature/American-Renaissance#ref42260 
 
Photography 
 
Matthew Brady (1822-1893), captured the destruction of the Civil War on film. How realistic were his photographs? How did 
his vivid communication affect political perspectives? Alexander Gardner (1821-1882), another wartime photographer and 
colleague of Brady, created several portraits of Abraham Lincoln. How did communication technology shape American 
memory of the war and our most famous president? https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2014/photography-and-mr-lincoln 
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Edward Curtis (1868 - 1952) devoted his life to photograph Native Americans before their culture died out.  He produced 

thousands of photographs, several volumes of writing, and a few silent movies accurately depicting the culture of North 

American Indians. This work kept him away from his wife and children for months, even years. Why was communicating 

about the Natives worth this sacrifice? 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/edward-curtis-epic-project-to-photograph-native-americans-162523282/ 

 
Poetry 
 

Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672) arrived early in America and was the wife of a leader in Boston. She wrote about the love of 

family, the loss of her home in a fire, her faith in God, and other subjects. What did she choose to communicate in verse while 

living a challenging life in a new land? https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/anne-bradstreet 

 

Phyllis Wheatley (1754-1784) arrived in America as a slave and died a free woman, having written two volumes of poetry and 

corresponded with many leading revolutionaries of the day.  She often communicates original, unexpected perceptions of life 

in the Revolutionary period. https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/wheatley-phillis-1754-1784/ 

 

John Greenleaf Whittier (1807-1892) was a poet and abolitionist who included slavery and patriotism as major themes in his 

works. His poem “Our Countrymen in Chains” is a plea for abolition; “Sheridan’s Ride” and “Barabara Frietchie” dramatize 

crucial moments in the Civil War; “Snowbound” reflects on the lack of progress after the war.  How did Whittier’s poetic skills 

communicate his ideas about reform and define the nation’s purpose? 

https://www.nps.gov/people/john-greenleaf-whittier.htm 

 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882) wrote “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere,” “The Building of the Ship,” and many 

other much-loved poems. He developed a distinctive voice for American poetry and attracted more readers, and earned 

more money from his writing, than any previous American poet. How did his communication skills shape the nation’s 

identity? What lasting changes in literature resulted? http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ma01/lisle/dial/longfellow.html 

 
Walt Whitman (1819-1892) was the pioneer of free verse, writing without a fixed meter or rhyme scheme. Famous for not 
just one but two elegies about Lincoln’s death, Whitman communicated pride in America, sorrow at Lincoln’s death, and -- in 
all of his works -- joy in individual human potential. How is the nation different because of his radically new communication 
style?  https://www.nps.gov/people/walt-whitman.htm 
 
Emily Dickinson (1830-1886) wrote intensely personal, accessible poetry. Most of her poems are less than 30 lines long, and 

yet readers find them profoundly moving. What emotions did she communicate with her informal, expressive language? 

https://www.emilydickinsonmuseum.org/ 

 

Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) wrote about the retreat from civil rights for black Americans. His poem “Sympathy,” 

opens with the line, “I know why the caged bird sings.” 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/dunbar-paul-lawrence-1872-1906/ 
 

Speeches and Oral Arguments 
 
Patrick Henry (1736-1799) famously thundered, “Give me liberty or give me death!” when debating British taxes in the 

Virginia House of Burgesses on March 23, 1775. Why was his communication so unforgettable? What actions followed 

because of his words? https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/on-this-day-patrick-henrys-most-famous-quote 

 

Henry Highland Garnet (1815-1882) addressed the National Negro Convention in 1843, favoring radical political action and 

even violence, if necessary, to end slavery. This view, though supported by some, was vigorously opposed by many other 

abolitionistss. A teacher, minister, and activist, he was the first African American to speak before a public audience in the US 
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Capitol building. What legacy did his communication leave? 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/garnet-henry-highland-1815-1881/ 

 

Wendell Phillips (1811-1884) a white abolitionist speaker, tirelessly advocated for the rights of blacks, women, and Native 

Americans. How did he earn the nickname “the golden trumpet” of abolition? What common theme did he repeat in his 

many speeches? How did his communications influence others’ actions? https://www.nps.gov/people/wendell-phillips.htm 

 
Abby Kelley Foster (1811 - 1877), a white abolitionist, toured and spoke eloquently to end slavery. Reviled for appearing 
publicly as a woman alongside men, her actions split the anti-slavery moment. Garrison supported her; the Tappans did not. 
After the Civil War, she worked for the 15th Amendment, even though it did not include women and many feminists 
abandoned the cause. Foster was relentless in her belief that women should share equally in both the rights and 
responsibilities of society and her charge to women was forceful: “Let us go not to complain, but to work...bloody feet, 
sisters, have worn smooth the path by which you have come hither…” How did her communication through public speaking 
make America more free? https://www.womenofthehall.org/inductee/abby-kelley-foster/ 
 
Sarah (1792-1873) and Angelina (1805-1879) Grimke were white sisters who moved North to speak out against slavery.  They 

immediately faced opposition in their roles as female public speakers, since most Americans disapproved of women 

appearing in public.  Angelina married abolitionist Theodore Weld (1803-1895), and Sarah lived with them for many years. All 

three were committed to full equality for blacks and women. Weld’s American Slavery As It Is (1839) reflects contributions 

from the whole family. Frederick Douglass and Harriet Beecher Stowe used it as a reference. How did communication through 

both speaking and writing create change? 

 
Abraham Lincoln’s Speeches are masterpieces of communication. A successful project might center on just one or any 
combination of these: 
https://www.biography.com/video/abraham-lincoln-mini-biography-6897219705 

● House Divided, 1858. Kicking off his campaign for a Senate seat, Lincoln describes a coordinated effort to spread 
slavery and calls for Northerners to oppose it. Lincoln lost that race, but this speech, along with his debates, 
developed the political platform that eventually took him to the White House. 
https://www.history.com/news/abraham-lincoln-house-divided-speech 

● Lincoln-Douglas Debates. 1858. As Lincoln and Stephen Douglas traveled around Illinois, competing for a seat in the 
U.S. Senate, each articulated a different position on slavery. 
https://www.nps.gov/liho/learn/historyculture/debates.htm 

● Cooper Union Address, 1860. Lincoln defends the right of the federal government to legislate against the spread of 
slavery into the Western territories. He bases his position on the colonies’ original union to defeat the British and 
subsequent. Constitutional history. https://www.nps.gov/liho/learn/historyculture/aboutcooper.htm 

● First Inaugural Address, 1861. Lincoln encourages the seceding states to stay in the Union and at the same time 
condemns secession as anarchy. https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/great-inaugural-speeches-abraham-lincoln/ 

● The Gettysburg Address, 1863. While dedicating a new national cemetery on the site of the war’s bloodiest battle, 
Lincoln articulates a new national purpose for the war - freedom - and calls on his audience to complete the 
unfinished work of the dead. https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=36 

● Second Inaugural Address, 1865. Lincoln cites slavery as the cause of the war, blames the nation as a whole (not just 
the South) for allowing it to continue, and calls for merciful treatment of one another as the war draws to a close. 
https://www.history.com/news/remembering-lincolns-second-inauguration-150-years-later 
 

Thomas Starr King (1824-1864) eloquently advocated for California to support the anti-slavery North in the Civil War.  His 
rallies are the reason San Francisco’s Union Square got its name and his tireless speaking tours raised one-fifth of the money 
spent by the US Sanitary Commission on nursing wounded soldiers. Why was he such an effective communicator? 
https://www.sksm.edu/about/rev-thomas-starr-king/ 

 
Symbols and Icons 

 

Benjamin Franklin’s “Join or Die” Cartoon (1754) depicts his concern over the colonies’ lack of unity at the beginning of the 

French and Indian War (known internationally as the Seven Years War). Was Franklin’s communication successful? What role 
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did it play, then and in years to come, as a unifying force?  https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/cp/90611.htm 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/active_learning/explorations/revolution/cartoon4.cfm  

 
“The Star-Spangled Banner,” our national anthem, was composed during The War of 1812, against Great Britain. Francis 

Scott Key composed the words while stuck on a British warship during a prisoner exchange. Night fell with the American flag 

visible above Fort McHenry, and he was relieved in the morning to see it was still flying. What ideas were communicated to 

future generations in his famous song? Have perceptions of its meaning changed over the years? 

https://www.nps.gov/stsp/learn/historyculture/the-star-spangled-banner.htm 

 

Andrew Jackson (1767-1845), the nation’s first president born in a log cabin, was captured as a boy by British soldiers during 

the Revolution, won the Battle of New Orleans during the War of 1812, conquered Florida in the Seminole Wars, and won 

two terms as President. Jackson was both the hero of the nullification crisis and the villain of Indian Removal policy; he was 

the champion of the common man but also a slaveholder. How does the figure of Jackson communicate both the best and the 

worst about America’s growth? https://thehermitage.com/learn/andrew-jackson/  

 

Davy Crockett (1786-1836) fought with Andrew Jackson in the Creek wars, served in the US Congress, and died at the Alamo. 

His colorful life was popularized in a play in 1831 and by Disney more than a century later. How did the later communications 

compare to the truth? https://www.history.com/news/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-davy-crockett 

 

The Battle of the Alamo (1836) was lost by Texans seeking independence from Mexico. In the slaughter, Davy Crockett, 

James Bowie (famous for the knife), and William Travis (for whom Travis Air Force Base is named) lost their lives. Why did 

they lose this particular battle and how did Texas win its independence in the end? Why did “Remember the Alamo!” become 

an important rallying cry, an iconic communication? http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtid=3&psid=545 

 

California’s Bear Flag (1846) was created during the Bear Flag Revolt to express a legitimate drive for independence from 

Mexico. How well did it succeed in communicating revolutionary aims? 

https://www.nps.gov/goga/learn/historyculture/bear-flag-revolt.htm  

 

The Statue of Liberty (1886) stands in New York harbor, near Ellis Island Immigration Station, which processed immigrants 

from 1892-1954. What did the statue communicate about arriving in the United States? Has the reality of immigration station 

fulfilled the statue’s promise? What have immigrants communicated about their experiences? 

 

The Minute Man (1875) statue in Concord, Massachusetts was placed there to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the Battle 
of Lexington and Concord, which started the Revolutionary War. About the same time, Archibald Willard painted “The Spirit 
of ‘76.” What do these works communicate about the Revolution and about the perceptions of people a century later? 
https://www.aoc.gov/capitol-hill/artists   https://case.edu/ech/articles/s/spirit-76 
 
Communication in Business 
 
Cornelius Vanderbilt (1794-1877) made fortunes in both steamboat shipping and railroads. He famously slashed 
prices until his competitors went broke, then gobbled up the businesses.  Did anyone benefit besides himself? How 
did he communicate with customers, employees, competitors, and the government? 
https://www.biography.com/people/cornelius-vanderbilt-9515195 
 
J.P. Morgan (1837-1913) was so wealthy that he was instrumental in stopping the nation-wide financial Panic of 
1907. Morgan formed General Electric Corporation, US Steel, International Harvester, and the predecessor to 
AT&T. He backed photographer Edward Curtis’s work documenting Native American culture. He financed several 
museums. How did he communicate with those who supported and opposed him? 
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John G. Rockefeller (1839-1937) monopolized oil production and made a personal fortune. He was demonized by 
muckraking journalists, including Ida Tarbell. Antitrust laws were passed to limit his power. Did communication 
ability contribute to his success? https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/historyofus/web10/features/bio/B11.html 
 
Andrew Carnegie (1835-1919) was a steel tycoon who started in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and ended his life in 
New York City. Carnegie’s early adoption of the Bessemer steel process allowed him to make strong, inexpensive, 
high quality steel for railroads, bridges, and skyscrapers. Hated by labor groups for oppressive practices, he 
redeemed his reputation late in life by endowing Carnegie-Mellon University and putting libraries in many cities 
across the US, including Livermore. How did communication contribute to both his successes and his moral 
failings? 
http://www.chicagotribune.com/classified/automotive/sc-auto-cover-0705-ford-model-t-20180629-story.html 
 
Teddy Roosevelt and the Coal Strike:  Intervening in a coal strike in 1902, Roosevelt faced a communication 
challenge when the business owners refused to negotiate with any representative of the workers. How did 
Roosevelt negotiate around class prejudice? How long-lasting were the results? Did communication patterns 
change as a result? https://www.dol.gov/general/aboutdol/history/coalstrike 
 
Communication in the Constitutional Era 
 
Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) served on the committee that produced the Declaration of Independence, raised money for 

the Revolution in France, and influenced the Constitution. His witticisms were famous: After the Constitutional Convention, 

when asked, “What did you give us, a republic or a monarchy?” he replied, “A republic, ma’am, if you can keep it.” What did 

he communicate in that brief phrase, and how does it summarize his point of view about America? 

https://constitutioncenter.org/learn/educational-resources/historical-documents/perspectives-on-the-constitution-a-republi

c-if-you-can-keep-it 

 
The Federalist Papers, written by Hamilton, Madison, and John Jay, argued that the new government would not be too 

tyrannical; they were able to persuade reluctant states to ratify the Constitution. Why was their communication effective? 

https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/on-this-day-the-federalist-papers-are-published 

 
Alexander Hamilton served on Washington’s personal staff during the Revolution, organized the first Treasury Department, 

stabilized the US currency, and prevented economic collapse. He allied with Madison to pass the Constitution, but later 

clashed with both Madison and Jefferson in a split that formed the nation’s first two political parties. How was Hamilton’s 

communication style both problematic and essential to the new nation? 

https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/10-essential-facts-about-alexander-hamilton 

 
James Madison, “the father of the Constitution,” read stacks of books prior to the Constitutional Convention, arrived early 

for the meetings, and took most of the notes. Later, he sorted through hundreds of proposed Constitutional Amendments 

and winnowed them down to what is now the Bill of Rights. How did Madison’s scholarly communication methods influence 

the nation? https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/presidents/james-madison/ 

 

Communication about Disasters 
 
Smallpox Vaccination was enormously controversial in its early days. Colonial leader Cotton Mather received death threats 

for promoting the practice. John Adams had his entire family inoculated by the risky practice of running a needle and thread 

through a sick person's poc and then running the thread under another person’s skin.  By 1796, the Englishman Edward 

Jenner had achieved a breakthrough to safer vaccination, and today the disease has disappeared.  What communication 

strategies convinced people to become inoculated? Do today’s public health workers use similar messages?  

https://www.historyofvaccines.org/timeline#EVT_48 
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https://www.loc.gov/rr/scitech/GW&smallpoxinoculation.html 
 
The Johnstown Flood (1889) occurred when the South Fork Dam broke in Pennsylvania, killing 2200 people.  What does the 
story of the flood communicate about the relations between rich and poor people in America at that time? 
https://www.jaha.org/attractions/johnstown-flood-museum/flood-history/facts-about-the-1889-flood/ 
 

The 1865 and 1868 San Francisco Earthquakes were severe and frightening. How did journalists communicate about the 

damage? http://www.sfmuseum.org/hist1/1868eq.html 

 

The 1906 San Francisco Earthquake and Fire destroyed a city.  Jack London was a reporter on the scene. How was 

communication by him and other writers influential in shaping understanding of the destruction? 

https://bancroft.berkeley.edu/collections/earthquakeandfire/exhibit/room03.html 

 

The Great Galveston Storm of 1900 was the worst storm in US history. At age 78, Clara Barton joined the relief effort with 

other Red Cross volunteers. How did communication impact preparedness and the response to the disaster? 

https://www.npr.org/2017/11/30/566950355/the-tempest-at-galveston-we-knew-there-was-a-storm-coming-but-we-had-no

-idea 

 

The Influenza Pandemic of 1918 struck the entire world, just like the COVID-19. How did the nation manage communication? 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/nyregion/spanish-flu-nyc-virus.html 

 

Communication in Foreign Affairs 
 
The Louisiana Purchase (1803) When President Thomas Jefferson worried that France might limit access to the strategic port 

of New Orleans, he sent Robert Livingston and James Monroe to negotiate. What diplomatic communications changed the 

purchase of a city into the transfer of half a continent? What were the results for France, the United States, and Native 

Americans?  https://www.history.com/topics/louisiana-purchase 

 
The Monroe Doctrine (1823) ended foreign intervention in North and South America. It states that the US will consider any 

act of aggression in North or South America as an act against itself. What conditions led President James Monroe and 

Secretary of State John Quincy Adams to believe the US could take this aggressive stand? What were the results of this 

communication? https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=23  

 
Commodore Matthew C. Perry (1794 –1858) opened trade Japan with the Treaty of Kanagawa in 1854. Why had Japan 
isolated itself?  What made change possible? Who benefited? What communication caused and resulted from the new 
relationship?  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1830-1860/opening-to-japan  
 
The Purchase of Alaska (1866) is sometimes called Seward’s Folly after Secretary of State William Seward who negotiated for 
it. How did Seward communicate with opponents and with Russia? What motivated supporters? 
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=41 
 
Filibusters today refer to stalling tactics in the US Senate, but in the 1850’s the term referred to attempts to take over foreign 
soil for the purpose of expanding slavery. William Walker briefly conquered Nicaragua, and more than one attempt was 
made to take over Cuba. Why did some Americans believe this was acceptable? How did opponents characterize filibusters in 
their communications? https://www.britannica.com/topic/filibustering 

 
Communication about Immigration 
 
Irish and German Immigration to the U.S. skyrocketed between 1840 and 1850, with nearly two million people leaving their 

homeland to come to America. Far from being welcomed, they faced a new political party that organized to oppose their 
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participation. How did cartoonists, journalists, and others depict the newcomers? Why did their adversaries at first call 

themselves “Know Nothings” but then change to “The American Party?” What did this communicate about attitudes toward 

immigration? http://www.ushistory.org/us/25f.asp 

 

Chinese Immigration to California began with the Gold Rush and increased with the Transcontinental Railroad in the 1860’s. 

How did Californians communicate their perceptions of them? How did Chinese people communicate their experiences? 

https://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/riseind/chinimms/ 

  

Japanese Immigration began around 1860 and peaked between 1900 and 1910, with 140,000 new arrivals. Why did they 

leave Japan? When Teddy Roosevelt secured a “Gentleman’s Agreement” with Japan to restrict immigration, how was that 

communication perceived differently in Japan and California? 

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/5views/5views4a.htm 

 

Angel Island Immigration Station processed newcomers to California from 1892 to 1940. Many Chinese left inscriptions on 

the walls, and survivors of the period are still alive, available to be interviewed. What does this poetic communication reveal 

about their immigration experience? http://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=1309 
 
Communication in Labor Relations 
 
Harriet Hanson Robinson (1825-1911) worked, wrote, and led strikes in the Lowell Mills. She was an early contributor to The 

Lowell Offering, a magazine published by the mill girls. Later in life she worked for a woman’s right to vote. How did 

communication skills help her cause? What lasting changes did she create? 

http://www.newenglandhistoricalsociety.com/harriet-hanson-robinson-lowells-mill-girl/ 

 
Ending Child Labor:  Ending the exploitation of children was an enormous task that took decades to accomplish; several 
topics are possible. The National Child Labor Committee worked hard, documenting workplace, relying heavily on 
photographer Lewis Hine.  The Keating-Owen Act finally passed Congress in 1916 but was vetoed by the Supreme Court in 
Hammer v. Dagenhart. What forms of communication finally created change? http://iphf.org/inductees/lewis-hine/ 
 
Ralph Chaplin (1887-1961) edited the radical workers’ publication Solidarity and later The Industrial Worker.  Believing that 

both industry and war victimized the common man, he opposed World War I and served a four-year jail sentence under the 

Espionage Act of 1917. His songs and artwork continue to evoke the spirit of the labor movement.  What changes did he 

advocate with his many forms of communication?  

 
Samuel Gompers (1850-1924) led labor movements demanding reasonable wages, work rules, and the right to organize. 

Eventually, he founded the American Federation of Labor. What communication methods built his organization? Did he create 

change?  http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3193 

 

Joe Hill (1879-1915) was a Swedish-born American labor activist famous for writing the satirical lyric, “We’ll eat pie in the sky 

by and by,” “The Rebel Girl,” and other protest lyrics. Joe Hill was executed by firing squad at age 36 on what many believed 

was a trumped up murder charge. His songs continued to inspire workers’ movements after his death. How did music 

communicate his message more effectively than other methods might have done? Did he have any successes? 

https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200197381/ 

 

Pennsylvania’s “Long Strike” of 1875 ended with the use of troops against strikers and 20 militant strikers (called “Molly 

McGuires) were hung. How did labor and management communicate differently? How did each influence the perception of 

the public and the courts? 

http://pabook2.libraries.psu.edu/palitmap/Mollies.html#:~:text=As%20a%20result%2C%20in%201875,violent%20crimes%20i

n%20labor%20history. 
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The Great Strike of 1877 began in a B & O Railroad yard in Martinsburg, West Virginia, and spread to Pennsylvania, Maryland, 

Illinois, Missouri, and other regions, until federal troops put it down by force two weeks later. Did workers gain anything? 

How did labor leaders communicate with supporters? How did management communicate with government? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtid=2&psid=3189 

 

T. Bone Slim (1880-1942) was a labor organizer and songwriter whose works inspired a new generation of activists in the 

1960s. His “Pyramid of the Capitalist System” is still a popular cartoon. What variety of communication methodes made him 

effective? 

https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/sites/core/files/images/%5B08%5D%20pyramid%20-%20via%20wikimedia.png 

 
Eugene Debs was a labor leader in the Pullman Strike of 1894, an inspirational speaker for the Socialist Party, a candidate for 

president who earned 6% of the vote in 1912, and a Congressman from Indiana. He also served 10 years in prison for 

speaking out against World War I. What communications infuriated the government? Did he achieve anything? 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/wilson-eugene-debs/ 

 
Mother Jones (1837-1930) demanded higher wages, better working conditions, and social services. She organized mill 

children to march to President Roosevelt’s hometown, as well as miner’s strikes as well.  A fiery speaker, she was often 

arrested.  Mother Jones Magazine is still publishing today. How did she communicate  with and without words? 

https://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/jones/MotherJones.html 

 
Florence Kelley opposed injustices for American workers, helping reduce the standard work day from 12 hours per day until 

8. Although white, she was a founding member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. How did 

she communicate? http://florencekelley.northwestern.edu/florence/ 

 

The National Labor Union petitioned Congress in 1866 for an 8-hour workday.  They failed, but federal workers got an 8-hour 

day in 1868.  Everyone else had to wait until 1938. How did communication succeed and fail in the long struggle for a shorter 

workday? What communication strategies finally succeeded? 

http://www.gompers.umd.edu/National%20Labor%20Union.htm 

 
Communication in Rebellions  
 
Bacon’s Rebellion (1676) protested, among other things, the failure of the Virginia military to protect less wealthy settlers on 
the border of Native American territory, who were often under attack. He published these views in his “Declaration of the 
People.” Why was this communication successful with his followers? Were his opponents less skilled in communicating? Did 
he succeed? https://www.nps.gov/jame/learn/historyculture/bacons-rebellion.htm 
 
The Stono Rebellion of 1739 occurred when Jemmy Cato, a literate Catholic slave, led a band of 22 men in a battle near the 

Stono River in South Carolina, waving a banner and shouting “liberty!” Twenty slave-holders lost their lives before the slaves 

retreated. A week later, slaves were killed and their heads were mounted on pikes as a warning. What communications 

stimulated the revolt? To what extent did it succeed? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=89 

 
Ethan Allen & the Green Mountain Boys (1738-1789) harassed wealthy New Yorkers who forced New Hampshire and 
Vermont settlers to rent instead of owning their land. Allen’s techniques included refusal to pay rent and taxes, humiliation of 
tax and rent collectors, and lawsuits. His anti-authoritarian defiance led to eventual statehood for Vermont. Famously 
popular with his men, Allen had difficulty cooperating with the command structure during the Revolutionary War. What were 
his strengths and weaknesses as a communicator?  http://academics.smcvt.edu/thefort/History/EthanAllen.htm 
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The Sons of Liberty formed to resist the British. How and why was communication essential? 

https://learninglab.si.edu/collections/sons-of-liberty/N6fnFR8KgJhMHHbn 

 

The Stamp Act Congress (1765) was the colonists’ first unified act of negotiation with Britain. Eleven years prior to the 

Declaration of Independence, representatives from each colony gathered, wrote a list of requests, and sent them to England. 

Surprisingly, they won some concessions. Why was communication through this organization effective? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=115 

 

The Haitian Revolution (1791), led by Toussaint L’ouverture (1743-1803), was a massively successful slave rebellion in 1794. 

Black workers kicked out French plantation owners and began governing their own country. This achievement became an 

inspiration to American abolitionists and a nightmare for American slaveholders. What communications sparked the 

revolution? What communications afterward influenced other slave-holding regions? 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Haitian-Revolution 

 

Shays’s Rebellion occurred when a group of angry farmers marched on the Massachusetts State House protesting taxes that 

were robbing them of their farms. This controversy led to a new Constitution with an increase of national power. How did 

Daniel Shays and others communicate their demands? How did followers and adversaries perceive their needs differently? 

https://www.masshist.org/object-of-the-month/may-2013 

 

The Whiskey Rebellion - Small farmers in Western Pennsylvania objected to a tax on whiskey. Washington and Hamilton 

forced them to back down. No one was killed, but the government’s right to tax prevailed. What communication strategies 

were used by the rebellious farmers, the government, and others? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit3_5.pdf 

 

Nat Turner incited a slave revolt in 1831, killing 50 members of slaveholding families. He was captured, tried, and executed. 

The full text of his court testimony tells the story. How might this communication have stimulated different responses from 

whites, blacks, Northerners, and Southerners? https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/turner-nat-1800-1831/ 

 
Squatters’ Riots occurred in Sacramento in 1850 when new settlers occupied land without paying for it and speculators 

charged extremely high prices. Charles Robinson, an influential leader of the riots, was tried for murder and imprisoned. 

While in jail, supporters elected him to the state legislature. How did communication about the riots and violence influence 

land ownership in Sacramento? Was the truth ever revealed? 

https://sactoconfluence.com/2016/07/29/the-squatters-side-of-the-story/ 

 
Gerrit Smith (1797-1874), a white abolitionist inherited wealth and used it generously to end slavery.  A financial supporter of 

Frederick Douglass’s newspaper, he also assisted many fugitives on the Underground Railroad. Smith was a leader of the New 

York Anti-Slavery Society, a financial supporter of John Brown, a US Congressman in the Free Soil Party, and a candidate for 

president on the Liberty Party ticket. Which communication methods most helped his causes? 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/ugrr/ntf_member/ntf_member_details.htm?SPFID=4068979&SPFTerritory=NULL&SPFType=N

ULL&SPFKeywords=NULL 

 
John Brown’s Attack on Harpers Ferry (1859) shocked even most abolitionists. After pledging his life to the abolitionist cause 

following Elijah Lovejoy’s death in 1837, Brown had massacred pro-slavery settlers in Kansas in 1856, but seizing a federal 

arsenal was an assault on government that most Americans could not support. His died by hanging on December 2, 1860 and 

the Civil War began four months later with many troops marching to the tune of “John Brown’s Body.” How did 

communication during his trial and imprisonment shape his legacy? https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/october-16/ 

https://civilwaronthewesternborder.org/encyclopedia/brown-john 

 
The New York Draft Riots (July 13-16, 1863) occurred when middle- and lower-class men protested compulsory military 

service. (Wealthy men could pay a substitute.) Troops from Gettysburg ultimately stopped the violence. What racial tensions 
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and class resentments contributed to the riots? Were there any acts of heroism or compassion? How did Lincoln and others 

communicate in response to the riots? http://historydetectives.nyhistory.org/2018/07/new-york-city-draft-riots/ 
 
Communication in Religion  
 
John Winthrop (1587-1649) preached to Puritans before they even disembarked from their ship, urging them to create a “city 
on a hill” that would be a “model of Christian charity.”  How did this communication influence the colony they founded? Is its 
legacy alive today?  https://www.ushistory.org/us/3c.asp 
 
 Roger Williams (1603-1683), the founder of Rhode Island, communicated non-stop: He advocated for freedom of conscience 
and religious liberty, insisted on fair treatment for Native Americans, and preached that all were equal before God. Which 
communications resulted in his banishment from Massachusetts? Which communications built a successful new colony in 
Rhodes Island? Which left a legacy in new nation that formed 100 years after his death? 
https://www.nps.gov/rowi/learn/historyculture/departure.htm 
 
Anne Hutchinson also clashed with the community and was banished to Rhode Island. Why did religious leaders send a poet, 

writer, wife, and mother on a cold path through the snow? What ideas were communicated during the religious meetings she 

held in her home? https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/july-20/#anne-marbury-hutchinson 

 
Benjamin Lay (1682-1759), a Quaker and uncompromising abolitionist, communicated with both words and gestures. He 
once smashed his wife’s teacups to discourage the use of sugar (cultivated with slave labor). Using berry juice to simulate 
blood, he demonstrated how the wrath of God would fall upon slaveholders. Although his advocacy angered his church so 
much that they kicked him out, he nevertheless pushed the Quakers far enough to take a stand against slave trading.  How 
did someone only four feet tall communicate such big ideas? 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/quaker-comet-greatest-abolitionist-never-heard-180964401/ 
 
George Whitefield (1714-1770) preached more than he slept, some say. His sermons in England and America contributed to 
the first “Great Awakening,” the development of evangelical Christianity in America.  Whitefield denounced tyranny, 
proclaimed the necessity of a new birth in Christ, and censured cruelty to slaves. Many new churches formed after Whitefield 
visited the region.  Why were his oral communication skills so spell-binding in that time and place?  
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/i-will-not-be-a-velvet-mouthed-preacher 
 
Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) awakened New England to a more emotional, personal style of faith. Like Whitefield, he 
professed the value of every soul and the necessity of turning to God for salvation. New churches formed; older ones were 
disrupted; authority structures faltered. How did communication by Jonathan Edwards contribute to a society that would 
welcome a revolution? https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jonathan-Edwards 
 
Lewis Tappan, a wealthy New York businessman, and his brother Arthur Tappan formed the American and Foreign 
Anti-Slavery Society, and founded  Plymouth Church, which hired firebrand preacher Henry Ward Beecher. The brothers also 
founded the American Missionary Society to promote anti-slavery churches in the new mid-western states, helped establish 
Oberlin College (which admitted blacks and women), and worked for civil rights for blacks after the war. How did 
communication about religion create social change? https://www.nps.gov/people/the-amistad-committee.htm 
 

Lyman Beecher, was an early abolitionist minister and the father of novelist Harriet Beecher Stowe. Harriet’s sister, Catherine 

Beecher, was a leader in women’s education, and her brother, Henry Ward Beecher, headed the influential Plymouth Church 

in Brooklyn, New York, which financially supported many fugitives and raised money for the free-soil pioneers in the West. 

(His shipments of weapons to Kansas were called “Beecher’s Bibles,” because the crates were labeled “Books.”) What did 

Lyman communicate to raise such activist children? http://www.plymouthchurch.org/beecher 

 

Hiram Revels (1827 - 1901), a chaplain during the Civil War, was the first black US Senator and a professor at 
Alcorn University. How similar were the themes of his communications before, during, and after the war?  
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/exhibits/reconstruction/section4/section4_revels.html 
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Communication in the Revolution 

 

James Otis (1725-1783) proclaimed, “Taxation without Representation is Tyranny.” He protested eloquently against British 

searches in colonists’ homes and favored basic rights for African-Americans. Struck down by lightning in 1783, Otis at least 

lived to see the British surrender in 1781. (His sister was Mercy Otis Warren, the playwright and revolutionary.)  Why was his 

communication so important to John Adams and other revolutionaries? 

 

John Adams (1735-1826) defended the British soldiers responsible for the Boston Massacre, agitated for the Declaration of 

Independence, wrote the new Massachusetts state Constitution, penned anonymous editorials opposing British taxes, 

corresponded extensively with  his wife while on diplomatic missions, and spoke publicly in the Continental Congress, 

formally in the Senate (as vice president), and officially as President. How did his communication help the new nation, and 

why did it sometimes hurt his own career? https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/presidents/john-adams/ 
 
Thomas Paine’s best-seller, Common Sense, helped persuade a nation to fight a revolution and throw off tyranny. Pricing it 

cheaply in order to sell more copies, Paine convinced Americans that radical action was just ordinary rational thinking. During 

the war, he published the four-part American Crisis, calling for on-going public support with the words, “These are the times 

that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; 

but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.”  Why did his masterpieces of rhetorical 

communication move people so deeply? Why did some of his future communications turn the public against him? 

https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/thomas-paine-the-original-publishing-viral-superstar-2 

 
Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) articulated the colonists’ reasons for demanding liberty when he wrote the Declaration of 

Independence in 1776. He also wrote the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom. As president, his First Inaugural Address 

helped heal partisan divides. How did Jefferson’s ability to communicate influence the nation? 

 

Nathan Hale (1755-1776) spied on the British military, was captured, and hung. Before his death, he reportedly said, “My 

only regret is that I have but one life to give for my country.” Why would he quote a popular play about defending Rome, just 

before his death? What did he communicate that made him a lasting legend and earned him a bronze statue in fNew York 

City? https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/nathan-hale-volunteers-to-spy-behind-british-lines 

 
Mercy Otis Warren (1728-1814) advocated for the ideals of the Revolution by writing plays caricaturing Massachusetts 

Governor Thomas Hutchinson and glorifying defiant Bostonians. Her works were as popular then as Saturday Night Live is 

today. Why? What did she communicate that people appreciated? http://www.pbs.org/ktca/liberty/popup_otiswarren.html 

 
Paul Revere, a middle-class Boston silversmith, produced an engraving of the Boston Massacre that weakened support for 

the British. His famous ride rallied the troops for the Battle of Lexington, and his work with the Committee of Correspondence 

coordinated action between different regions. How was his role as a communicator central to the revolution? 

https://www.history.com/topics/american-revolution/paul-revere 

 
George Washington (1732-1799) was not known for public speaking, but he was an effective communicator.  

● Washington’s military orders were clear and direct; his physical presence and appearance always inspired 

confidence, even when supplies were low and victory seemed far off. How did he communicate as a military leader? 

● Near the end of the war, a conspiracy attempted to overthrow him, and he foiled the plot with his Newburgh 

Address; why was this communication successful?  

● The Constitutional Convention succeeded in large part because Washington  communicated authority and 

maintained control.  

● After two terms as president, Washington stunned the world by stepping away from power and delivering his 

Farewell Address, which communicated his hopes for the nation; it is still consulted today. 
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https://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/ 

 

French nobleman Marquis de Lafayette (1757-1834) supported America against Britain in the Revolution and convinced 

France to dedicate troops and ships crucial to winning the war. Later, he wrote the “Declaration of the Rights of Man,” 

contributing to the French Revolution; however, many radicals did not find him extreme enough, and he spent several years 

in prison. What did he communicate about the spirit of revolution? Why was this inspiring to some and unsatisfactory to 

others? 

https://photos.state.gov/libraries/amgov/133183/english/P_WOF_HR_DeclarationofRightsofMan_English.pdf 
 
Communication In Social Organizations  
 

 
James Forten (1766-1842), a free black resident of Philadelphia and Revolutionary War veteran, petitioned Congress in 1800 
to emancipate all slaves. Additionally, he joined Richard Allen, founder of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, in 
organizing abolitionists in Philadelphia. How did Forten’s early abolitionist communications influence the next generation of 
anti-slavery activities? https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/forten-james-1766-1842/ 
 
Horace Mann, the first Secretary of Education in Massachusetts, stated that the purpose of public education, which brings 
students together from a variety of backgrounds and social classes, is to “equalize the condition of men.” How did his 
communication of values, stated in official reports, influence state and national policy? 
https://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/2197/Mann-Horace-1796-1859.html 
 
Dorothea Dix (1802-1887) petitioned for more humane treatment for mentally ill people. Due to her efforts, many hospitals 

were built. In 1843, she became the first female speaker to address the Massachusetts State Legislature. Several state 

legislatures soon considered her petitions. How did she use research as effective communication to advocate for vulnerable 

people? https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/dorothea-dix 

 
Martin Delany (1812-1885) was an early black publisher, physician, and political activist. Twice he encouraged African 

Americans to start colonies in Africa where, he believed, they would have more opportunities. During the Civil War, he 

recruited thousands of black soldiers, and he became the nation’s first black military officer, with the rank of Major. After the 

war, he was active in South Carolina politics, serving as a judge.  What made his communication effective? 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/delany-major-martin-robison-1812-1885/ 

 
Education after the Civil War became a top priority for newly freed blacks and the Northern whites who wanted to help 

them. Northern reformers who went south to teach were sometimes called “Gideon’s Band,” and both black and white, both 

men and women took on this work. Laura M. Towne (white), Charlotte Forten (black, of Philadelphia), and others started 

long-lasting schools even before the Civil War ended. How did they communicate to recruit teachers and empower students? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/exhibits/reconstruction/section1/section1_rehearsal.html 

 

Charlotte Forten (1837-1914), the grand-daugher of James Forten, joined with the Philadelphia Port Royal Relief Society to 

educate newly freed slaves in the South Carolina Sea Islands. She published her experiences in the Atlantic Monthly 

magazine. Additionally, over her long life, she wrote diaries and published poetry. How did her communications as a teacher, 

writer, and activist, influence the struggle to integrate different races into a just society? 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6517/ 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/grimke-charlotte-forten-1837-1914/ 

 

The Freedman’s Bureau, established after the Civil War to assist newly freed people adapting to positive, but radical, 

changes, was the nation’s first social services organization. How did the organization communicate with the people they were 

supposed to help, with those who opposed them, and with the nation? 

https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/federal/freedmen%E2%80%99s-bureau/ 
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Cameron House opened in San Francisco in 1874 as a refuge for Asian women fleeing prostitution and abusive treatment by 

employers. What challenges in communication did the missionaries and women face and overcome? 

https://cameronhouse.org/about-us/history/ 

 

Chinatown’s “Six Companies” (1882-present) existed to help Chinese immigrants who had recently immigrated to California. 

The organization provided housing, hired lawyers, and generally helped new immigrants navigate. Often, they intervened to 

make sure an immigrant who had traveled to China for a short stay was allowed to re-enter the state instead of languishing in 

“the shed.” How did they communicate with new arrivals? 

http://immigrationtounitedstates.org/428-chinese-six-companies.html 

 
Allensworth, California, was established in 1908 as an all-black refuge for people leaving the segregated South. After serving 

in the Civil War and Colonel Allen Allensworth retired from the US Military in 1906 as the highest-ranking black officer, then 

came to California seeking a location for a community where black people could flourish. How was communication important 

in the new community? http://www.blackpast.org/perspectives/history-allensworth-california-1908 

 

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was founded in 1909 on the 100th anniversary of 

Lincoln’s birth, immediately following a race riot in Lincoln’s home town of Springfield, Illinois. Its goals are the same today as 

they were 110 years ago: full citizenship, equal protection of the law, and equal voting rights for black Americans. How has 

effective communication been crucial in making progress toward these goals? 

https://www.naacp.org/nations-premier-civil-rights-organization/ 

 
The People’s Party (Populist Party) formed when farmers banded together to oppose the interests of business and industry. 

Farmers needed lenient credit and low railroad rates in order to make a profit; big business preferred the opposite policies. 

The Populists gained enough members to carry four states in the 1892 election. In 1896, their candidate, William Jennings 

Bryan, made history with spell-binding oratory, but the Republican (McKinley) won the election. How did the Populists 

communicate to build their organization? Did they lose the election due to a failure of communication? Or lose despite 

successful communication? What lasting legacy did they leave? https://www.britannica.com/event/Populist-Movement 

 
Frances Perkins (1880 - 1965) witnessed the Triangle Shirtwaist fire in March 1911, which claimed the lives of 145 workers 

locked into a factory. Already an advocate for the working poor, she became more insistent about workers’ rights, finally 

earning appointments in New York state and ultimately, she became the nation’s first female cabinet member:  Secretary of 

Labor under Franklin Roosevelt. What was her preferred communication style? 

https://www2.gwu.edu/~erpapers/teachinger/glossary/perkins-frances.cfm 
 
California Redwood Trees were in danger of being logged to extinction when the Save The Redwoods League formed in 1918. 

How did communication help them to organize? To what extent did they succeed? 

https://www.savetheredwoods.org/about-us/mission-history/redwoods-timeline/ 
 
Communication in Wartime 
 

The War of 1812 (1812-1814) featured communication more than once: 

● During a naval battle on the Great Lakes, Oliver Hazard Perry (1785-1819) hoisted a flag emblazoned with the words, 

“Don’t give up the ship!” His (and other) naval victories on the Great Lakes inspired Americans to believe that they 

could win a second war with the international super-power, Great Britain. How can communication make a 

difference in wartime? https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-battle-of-lake-erie-87245066/ 

● The Battle of New Orleans was fought after the Treaty of Ghent was signed, but slow communication meant 

General Andrew Jackson did not know this. What was the legacy of the battle that resulted from this failure of 

communication?  https://thehermitage.com/learn/andrew-jackson/general/war-hero/  
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The Mexican War offers several topic possibilities: 

● Instigators of the war engineered a complex chain of communication to justify military action. How has this been 

challenged or defended?  

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/5views/5views5a.htm/ 

● Opposers of the war, especially Henry David Thoreau, communicated a new theory of civil disobedience, 

proclaiming the right to withhold taxes that would be used to support the war effort. 

https://www.walden.org/thoreau/civil-disobedience/ 

● The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ceded about one-third of Mexico to the US.  The treaty also communicated a 

promise to respect rights of Mexican property owners and to grant citizenship to residents of the territory, if they 

chose it. Were promises communicated in the treaty kept? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=1141 

● What communications did John C. Fremont and others use to justify the  Bear Flag Revolt? 

https://www.nps.gov/goga/learn/historyculture/bear-flag-revolt.htm 

● Commodore Robert Stockton, Zachary Taylor, General Winfield Scott, and John C. Fremont were all commanders 

and would make good topics. What did Taylor’s and Scott’s contrasting leadership styles communicate to their men? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3264 

 

The Battle of Antietam (1862) might have been very different if a Union Corporal had not stumbled upon Confederate battle 

plans wrapped around three cigars. What caused, and what resulted from, this chance communication? 

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/union-troops-discover-rebels-antietam-battle-plan 

 

Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation (9/1862, 1/1/1863) was a wartime executive order, liberating enslaved people in 

regions disloyal to the Union, but leaving enslaved those in loyal states. What was the purpose of this communication? Did it 

succeed? https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured-documents/emancipation-proclamation 

 

Robert Smalls (1839-1913), an enslaved black man, famously stole a steam ship, delivered it to Union lines, and enlisted, 

freeing his family and some of his friends in the process. After the war, he served in the United States Congress and the South 

Carolina state legislature. How did communication about his adventures serve the Union? 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/cph.3c17998/ 
https://history.house.gov/People/Detail/21764 

 

Order No. 11 from Union General Thomas Ewing relocated civilian Missourians suspected of disloyalty. Many citizens lost 

their homes and the experience was a source of bitterness for decades to come.  Was this a necessary military order in a 

chaotic region? Or an abuse of authority against an innocent civilian population?  What did Ewing communicate - 
intentionally or not -- to the civilian families in the region? What did artist and Missouri politician George Caleb Bingham 

communicate in his painting of an eviction scene? 

http://www.civilwaronthewesternborder.org/encyclopedia/general-order-no-11 

 
Ulysses S. Grant (1822-1885) led the Union to victory during the Civil War and served as President from 1868-1876, opposing 

the Ku Klux Klan and supporting the strongest civil rights legislation to pass for nearly 100 years. As a communicator, he is 

well known for his firm stance at Fort Donelson: “No terms except unconditional and immediate surrender…”, but also for his 

humane terms at Appamattox for Lee’s final capitulation. A different project might focus on Grant’s memoirs, an enormous 

communication project that he undertook to provide income for his wife after his death. 

https://www.biography.com/news/ulysses-s-grant-nickname-unconditional-surrender-grant 

https://www.nps.gov/apco/index.htm 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/13/books/review/john-marszalek-personal-memoirs-of-ulysses-s-grant.html 

 

William Tecumseh Sherman’s March through Georgia destroyed a swath of countryside 300 miles long and 60 miles wide. 

He communicated his justification in a letter to Atlanta, saying ‘War is cruelty and you cannot refine it.” What were the 
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consequences of such a vision? How differently did others perceive his actions? 

https://www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/scorched-earth  

https://cwnc.omeka.chass.ncsu.edu/items/show/23 

 

Clara Barton organized desperately needed supplies for humanitarian relief on the Civil War battlefield. After the war, she 

kept meticulous records of missing soldiers, locating many thousands for frantic families. In 1881, at age 60, she founded the 

American Red Cross, serving as president for 23 years. How did she communicate to build support? 
http://www.redcross.org/about-us/who-we-are/history/clara-barton 
 

William Hammond (1828-1900), Surgeon General of the Union Army, standardized procedures, organized hospitals, and 

wrote a book on hygiene. How did communication help medical pracitices then and now? 

http://history.amedd.army.mil/surgeongenerals/W_Hammond.html 

 

Jonathan Letterman (1824-1872) developed methods of battlefield treatment that saved many lives during the Civil War and 

became standard practice for decades to come. How did communication create change in military practices? 

https://www.battlefields.org/learn/biographies/jonathan-letterman 

 

Yellow Fever, a mosquito-born tropical disease that killed many people in warm climates, was conquered by a team of Army 

physicians in 1900 during the Spanish-American War.  Walter Reed, Jesse Lazear, James Carroll, and Aristedes Agramonte 

worked together in Cuba to identify the cause of the outbreak. Lazear died in the process; Reed published the study and has a 

hospital named after him. How did communication create teamwork so the project could succeed? 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Walter-Reed#ref59078 

 

The Philippine American War (1899-1902) The United States violated custom and policy to intervene in a far-away nation. 
Why? Who benefited? What legacy remains? How did Americans communicate about the war, among themselves and with 
foreign nations?  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1899-1913/war 
 
The U.S. Entry Into World War I occurred only after strong vocal opposition by many Americans.  Considering the arguments 
for and against joining the Allied Powers and what finally convinced President Wilson to ask Congress to declare war, what 
communication practices persuaded the nation? What resulted from the pro-war victory? 
https://newrepublic.com/article/141647/opposition-world-war-one-galvanized-left 
 

Communication about the West  

 
Tecumseh, a Shawnee Chief, attempted to unite regional tribes against settlers moving West. He rallied many 
followers and negotiated an alliance with the British during the War of 1812. Why did such a successful diplomat 
and communicator lose? https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-dying-tecumseh-97830806/ 
 

The Seminole Wars (1817-18, 1835-42) resulted when the Seminole resisted relocation. Among other leaders, Osceola fought 

hard, capturing some US military supplies and destroying settlers’ crops. Some Seminole moved to the swamps, managing to 

make a home there for many years. How did settlers, the US government, and the Seminole interact? Could better 

communication have averted a tragedy?  https://www.nps.gov/fosu/learn/historyculture/osceola.htm 

 
John Ross , leader of the Cherokee,  whose wife died on the Trail of Tears, continued to agitate after removal, lobbying for 

improved conditions on the reservation. What do these communications tell us about the relationship between the Cherokee 

and the U.S. government? http://projects.leadr.msu.edu/youngamerica/exhibits/show/cherokeenation/johnross  

 

Texas Independence came in 1836 with the leadership of Sam Houston, frontiersman, soldier, and politician. He served as 

the first president of the Texas Republic and as governor and senator after statehood. Houston opposed secession during the 
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Civil War. Were his communication skills as important as his battle strategies? 

https://www.tsl.texas.gov/treasures/giants/houston-01.html 

 

The Texas Annexation (1845) was thoroughly controversial. Some claimed it was just a ploy for Southerners to increase slave 

territory; all agreed it would spark a war with Mexico, which it did. What other issues complicated communication about 

Texas statehood? https://history.state.gov/milestones/1830-1860/texas-annexation 

 

Kit Carson, frontiersman and explorer, was an iconic figure in the westward movement.  Twice he led US troops safely 

through deserts during the Mexican War.  He was present at the Bear Flag Revolt in California. An experienced Indian fighter, 

he nevertheless argued for more humane policies when he served as an Indian agent after the war.  How does 

communication about Kit Carson illustrate our nation’s conflicted heritage? 

http://projects.leadr.msu.edu/youngamerica/exhibits/show/kit-carson-pioneer-of-the-west/kit-carson-s-legacy-and-impact 

  
Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo (1807-1890) supported California’s annexation to the United States, yet was briefly imprisoned 

during the Bear Flag Revolt and the Mexican War. As the Gold Rush exploded and settlers rushed in, he lost much of the land 

previously granted to him by Mexico. How did communication play a role in his rise and fall during the transition from Spanish 

to Mexican to US citizenship?  https://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/s_z/vallejo.htm 
 
The Modoc Indians clashed with settlers in Northern California, resulting in the Treaty of 1864, which established the 

Klamath Reservation. Why, then, was there a Modoc War in 1872? Did communication or enforcement fail? 

https://medium.californiasun.co/the-last-stand-of-californias-modoc-indians-ec6a6f3a65b7 
 
Sitting Bull (1831-1890) united several warring Native tribes to oppose the US military. Along with Crazy Horse, Sitting Bull 

and his unified forces defeated General Custer at the Battle of Little Bighorn in 1876. Following this victory, Sitting Bull spent 

several years fleeing the US Army. Later, he performed in Wild West shows, and finally Sitting Bull died from a gunshot by a 

Lakota reservation police officer. What did Sitting Bull communicate successfully to his people? What did he communicate, 
and fail to communicate, to US citizens? 

https://www.lib.umich.edu/online-exhibits/exhibits/show/great-native-american-chiefs/group-of-native-american-chief/chie

f--sitting-bull--aka-tatan 

 

Joseph Smith (1805-1844) and then Brigham Young (1801-1877) communicated a new faith to their followers and led their 

people to a new life in the Utah desert. How did their skills as communicators build a new religion and a cohesive 

community? http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=305 

 

Chief Joseph fought the Nez Perce War (1877) and finally surrendered, saying “I will fight no more forever.” What did his 
famous words communicate to his people and to people today? 
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtid=2&psid=3502 
 
Chief Washakie (1808-1900) of the Shoshone assisted many pioneers on the Oregon Trail. He signed the 1863 Treaty of Fort 
Bridger, guaranteeing safe passage. Why was he willing to help those who might threaten his way of life? What did the treaty 
communicate? https://www.wyohistory.org/encyclopedia/coming-wind-river-eastern-shoshone-treaties-1863-and-1868  
 
Helen Hunt Jackson (1830-1885), shocked by Native American living conditions, published “A Century of Dishonor” to expose 

a history of broken promises by the US. She also wrote the novel Ramona to give the natives a human face, and she served as 

an agent for the Interior Department, documenting conditions of Native Americans in California. What did her skilled 

communications accomplish?  

https://www.coloradovirtuallibrary.org/digital-colorado/colorado-histories/beginnings/helen-hunt-jackson-author-and-india

n-advocate/ 

 
Communication for Women’s Rights 
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Lucretia Mott (1793-1880) was an important pioneer in the work of women’s rights. A Quaker and an abolitionist, 
Mott was a public speaker before this was acceptable for women, and she mentored many younger activists. How 
did her communication style differ from other women activists, and how did this influence her contributions? 
http://www.pbs.org/godinamerica/people/lucretia-mott.html 
 
Elizabeth Blackwell (1821-1910) became the first American woman to receive a medical degree (1849). In 1861, 
she became a founding member of the US Sanitary Commission, working to provide medical care to Union 
Soldiers. Eventually, she moved permanently her medical to London and published, later in life, about health, 
childhood education, sexuality, and professional opportunities for women.  How did her communications influence 
society? https://www.britannica.com/biography/Elizabeth-Blackwell 
 
Victoria Woodhull (1838 - 1927) advocated free love, opened a stock brokerage, joined a labor union, testified 
before Congress, ran for president, and disgraced a famous preacher through a sex scandal. She was the first 
woman to start a weekly newspaper. How did her ability to communicate create opportunities? Did her colorful life 
leave a legacy? https://ehistory.osu.edu/biographies/victoria-woodhull 
 
California Women Voted 9 Years before the 19th Amendment (1911). How did they communicate? Who circulated 
petitions? Who supported them? https://www.sos.ca.gov/archives/women-get-right-vote/ 
 
Jane Addams (1860-1935) worked to end poverty and injustice, especially among immigrants in Chicago, but she 
worked on national issues, too. She founded Hull House, opposed war, and advocated for national health care. 
How did her extensive communications -- numerous articles and three books -- make her work more successful? 
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/jane-addams 
 
Sojourner Truth (1797-1883) lived and spoke powerfully. Her speeches, especially “Ain’t I A Woman?” inspired 
both black and white women. Why was oral communication so central to her influence on America? 
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/sojourner-truth 
 
Alice Paul (1885-1977) led marches in front of the White House, faced ridicule, and submitted to jail before 
Congress passed the 19th Amendment giving women the right to vote. What communication methods were most 
critical to convincing men to support women’s rights? 
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/alice-paul 
 
Lucy Burns (1879-1966) and Carrie Chapman Catt (1859-1947) were also hugely influential at this time, 
developing “The Winning Plan” to seek only the vote (franchise) instead of full equality. How did they change 
communication strategies to finally achieve their goals? 
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/carrie-chapman-catt 
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/people/burns-lucy/ 
 
Margaret Sanger (1879-1966) created enormous social conflict by teaching about birth control when she worked 
among the poor in New York’s slums. She founded Planned Parenthood, which is still active and controversial 
today. What communication methods were effective in reaching poor women? What communications were used 
against her? https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/margaret-sanger 
 
Anne Sullivan taught Helen Keller to speak and read, even though Helen was blind and deaf. Finger-spelling was 
central to Helen’s communication; how else did she master language, and ultimately, how did she use it? 
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/helen-keller 
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Molly Brown (1867-1932) made a fortune in the Colorado Gold Rush, survived the sinking of the Titanic, and 
agitated for workers’ rights, and expanded roles for women. How did her communication style open some 
opportunities and close off others? https://www.biography.com/people/molly-brown-20638583 
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