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(ABSTRACT)

This study examines the character of colonial American newspaper science to understand how
and to what extent the newspaper contributed to the movement of information between those
engaged in science and the public.  It explores the issue of the origins of science and the press in
America and characterizes the public role of enlightenment science in articles and advertisements
pertaining to matters of health, invention and the natural world.  The focus is on the mid-Atlantic
region of colonial American newspapers including all the extant issues of the Pennsylvania
Gazette, Maryland Gazette, Virginia Gazette, and American Weekly Mercury between the years
1728 to 1765.  This study aims at informing the discussions of Enlightenment thought in colonial
America and the role the newspaper played in the public acceptance of the processes of natural
philosophy.

The findings reveal that in the eighteenth century the colonial American newspaper became the
textual locus through which the negotiations of what would and would not constitute acceptable
public explanations of numerous subjects, including natural phenomena, were played out.  Along
with the public lecture, the newspaper became a primary device where actors and artifacts made
legitimizing natural claims to a larger audience and enlisted allies in both scientific and broader
disputes.  In this way the American colonies paralleled Britain which had seen an increase in the
public witnessing of an empirical natural philosophy and an appeal to economic and social gain
for that philosophy since the late seventeenth century.   In order to enroll a broader constituency,
natural philosophers used the newspaper to argue for the value of rational and empirical
exploration and its products in everyday affairs, matters of state, and even entertainment.

Despite the negotiation through the pages of the general periodical, and despite the lack of strong
differentiation between “virtuosi” and “lay” philosophers, the newspaper seldom became a
principle place of exchange for the theory and practice of science between those doing science.
With some notable and interesting exceptions, the public infrequently became privy to vanguard
scientific theory and scientific disputes or enjoyed direct participation through the newspaper.
Nevertheless, in eighteenth-century British America, the drive for public acceptance of natural
philosophical explanations by those engaged in its explorations made the representative power of
the newspaper critical to the success of science.  By promoting an empirical view of the world
the newspaper helped create a contemporary science, science communication and a society, that
to varying degrees accepted the practices of science.


