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Pull It Sir

Early Life

Joseph Pulitzer was born on April 10, 1847 in Mako, 200 
kilometers south of Budapest, in a Jewish Hungarian fam-
ily. As a child he was sickly and his eyesight was poor; 
health problems that would haunt him in later life. His par-
ents, Louise and Philip Pulitzer, moved with their three 
children to Budapest when Joseph was six. He received 
education in the form of private tutoring and learned Ger-
man and French.

Becoming a Soldier

As a 17-year-old man Pulitzer decided to join the army, but 
was not admitted to the Austrian, English or French military 
forces because of his poor eyesight. However, this was 
the time of the Civil War in America and a recruiter of the 
American Union Army offered him a possibility to enroll. 

An undated photo of Joseph Pulitzer (AP Photos)

Accordingly, he traveled to the United States, but jumped 
ship in Boston in order to enlist on his own and collect his 
enlistment bounty. 

Getting Settled in America

After the Civil War ended the following year, Joseph Pulit-
zer lived in St. Louis, Missouri taking on a variety of jobs 
while simultaneously learning English and studying law 
books. In 1867, at the age of 20, he became an American 
citizen. 

A Reporter and a Representative

His knowledge of German and his good contacts with the 
German community in St. Louis helped him get a job as 
a reporter at a German-language newspaper. It was then 
that he became interested in social reform and local poli-
tics as well as fighting corruption. He turned out to be an 
excellent reporter. In 1869 the Republicans nominated him 
for the state legislature. Pulitzer got elected and served 
one term as a representative. Later, he became a Demo-
crat.

His First Newspaper

A few years later Pulitzer bought his first newspaper, the 
St. Louis Post, and soon merged it with another title he 
purchased, the St. Louis Dispatch, into the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch. From a failing newspaper on the verge of bank-
ruptcy, it turned into a very successful publication. 

The Secret Behind His Success

A few factors earned Joseph Pulitzer a position of one of 
America’s most influential journalists and businessmen of 
his time: his conviction that social reform was an urgent 
issue of the 19th century America, his intuition as to what 
topics were the most interesting for the working class that 
comprised the majority of readers, his courage to expose 
corruption, and his enthusiasm to pursue his way of think-
ing. 

An Innovator

He introduced new columns such as a sports page and 
a women’s page, which turned out to be a big success. 
Another brilliant and novel idea was to publish an evening 
newspaper. He understood that people wanted to read in 
their free time, after work. The morning papers brought 
readers the news that they had already read in Pulitzer’s 
paper the previous evening. 

If you are wondering about the title of this article, think not about its meaning but about the pronunciation. This 
is how the name of one of the most prestigious writing awards in America, the Pulitzer Prize, is pronounced. 
The award is named after its creator and founder, Joseph Pulitzer, and its beginnings go back more than a 
hundred years. 

But first, let’s take a look at some of the facts from the life and work of this extraordinary man who was one of 
the creators of modern journalism in the United States.
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Reaching out to the Readers

He believed that newspapers should reach poor workers. 
Therefore, they should not be expensive. His newspaper 
cost 2 cents. He urged his reporters to listen to the street, 
find stories that were of interest for an average citizen. 
This also meant listening to the gossip in the streets and 
sensational journalism. But at the same time Pulitzer en-
couraged his reporters to interview politicians, ask them 
difficult questions so that those who are in public service 
are also held accountable for their decisions, spending, 
etc. 

How to Build the Best Team of Reporters

Pulitzer wanted to employ the best journalists and he knew 
that in order to have them, he had to pay them well. His 
ideas and efforts paid off. His reporters were advised to 
write in a simple, colloquial style so that average readers 
could understand, but at the same time present the topic in 
a lively manner so that they would remember.

The New York World

In the early 1880s Pulitzer’s health deteriorated and he 
was advised to travel to Europe to rest and recover. How-
ever, on his way he stopped in New York, where an oppor-
tunity to buy a failing paper The New York World occurred. 
He would not allow himself to miss a possibility like this. 
When he bought it the paper sold 15,000 copies daily. Six 
years later the circulation was 15 million copies. 

Pulitzer’s Genius

Pulitzer’s genius consisted of being open to new ideas and 
innovations. He had the sixth sense about what can en-

hance the attractiveness of newspapers and boost reader-
ship. He envisioned the importance of graphics and visu-
als. The design was an important factor. Different sections 
of the newspaper had to look different. Drawings made 
their appearance on the pages of his newspapers and col-
ored cartoon strips known as the “Sunday Funnies” built a 
new audience, children.

Fight for Dominance on the Journalist Market

Another chapter of Pulitzer’s journalistic activity was a 
time of fierce competition for dominance of the newspaper 
market with another newspaper mogul, William Randolph 
Hearst. It coincided with a political tension between the 
United States and Spain and in order to gain more popu-
larity with readers they both advocated a war with Spain 
in 1898. This is a less glamorous period marked by the 
outburst of yellow journalism based on sensationalism, an 
engagement in which Pulitzer himself may have regretted. 
After all, he believed in good journalism and its vital role 
for a good democracy. 

Message About the Essence of Journalism

The words inscribed on the wall of Columbia’s School of 
Journalism, which he started at the end of his life, read: 

Our republic and its press will rise or fall together. An able, 
disinterested, public-spirited press, with trained intelli-
gence to know the fight and courage to do it, can preserve 
that public virtue without which popular government is a 
sham and a mockery.
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American Writers’ Dream
The Pulitzer Prize is among the best an American journalist, writer, photographer or musician can be awarded. 
And it is not so much about money, but about the prestige which opens new career opportunities for the win-
ners. 

Joseph Pulitzer was not only a man who revolutionized 
American journalism. He was also a visionary who be-
lieved in the importance of education and professionalism. 
He conceived an idea to fund an award for those who ex-
cel in the field of journalism as well as to establish a school 
of journalism. Even though realization of these two ideas 
took years to materialize and lots of consultations along 
the way, the prize and the school turned out to be the most 
conspicuous contributions of Pulitzer to American journal-
ism. Both have been in operation for a hundred years.

The Pulitzer Prize originally comprised 9 prizes in journal-
ism, books and drama, and education. Today, the number 
has grown to 21. Twenty of these prizes are now $10,000 
each, while one is a gold medal without a pecuniary award. 

To only list all names of the winners of the Pulitzer Prizes 
since 1917, when they were first awarded, is not feasible 
for the shortage of space, so let us just very randomly se-
lect some of them. 

Among the Pulitzer Prizes the only award that has the form 
of a gold medal is the Public Service Award which has 
been awarded since 1917 to a newspaper or, nowadays, 
also a news site for “a distinguished example of meritori-
ous public service.” 

Coverage of important problems (for example environ-
mental), exposing corruption or wrongdoing, a successful 
campaign for a good social cause such as stiffening the 
law against pollution, calling public attention to various is-
sues, investigation of illegal acts, and exposing fraud are 
the most frequent justifications in awarding this prize. For 
example in 1973 the Prize was awarded to The Washing-

ton Post for “its investigation of the Watergate case.” In 
2005 Los Angeles Times got the prize for “its courageous, 
exhaustively researched series exposing deadly medical 
problems and racial injustice at a major public hospital.” 
In 2006 The Times-Picayune, New Orleans was awarded 
the prize for “its heroic, multi-faceted coverage of Hur-
ricane Katrina and its aftermath.” That same year also 
Sun Herald, Biloxi-Gulfport received the prize for “valor-
ous and comprehensive coverage of Hurricane Katrina.” 
In 2012 The Philadelphia Inquirer was the winner for “its 
exploration of pervasive violence in the city’s schools, 
using powerful print narratives and videos to illuminate 
crimes committed by children against children and to stir 
reforms to improve safety for teachers and students.” This 
year the winner is Associated Press “For an investigation 
of severe labor abuses tied to the supply of seafood to 
American supermarkets and restaurants, reporting that 
freed 2,000 slaves, brought perpetrators to justice and in-
spired reforms.” Some of the names of the newspapers 
that have repeatedly won this prize include among others 
The Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, The Philadel-
phia Inquirer, and The New York Times.

Other Categories of the Pulitzer prizes in Journalism in-
clude: Breaking News Reporting, Investigative Reporting, 
Explanatory Reporting, Local Reporting, National Report-
ing, Feature Writing, Commentary, Criticism, Editorial Writ-
ing, Editorial Cartooning, Breaking News Photography, 
and Feature Photography. Some of the past categories 
were: Telegraphic Reporting National and International, or 
Beat Reporting (1991-2006).

While in a number of categories in journalism the prize is 
won by a team of journalists who were working on some 
coverage together, some of the categories are individual. 
Among them we find Editorial Cartooning awarded for 

Washington Post writers Carl Bernstein, left, and Robert Woodward, 
who pressed the Watergate investigation, are photographed in Wash-

ington, D.C., May 7, 1973. (AP Photo)

A bust of newspaper magnate Joseph Pulitzer looks on as reporters 
look through a box containing the announcements of the 1996 Pulitzer 

Prizes on the campus of Columbia University in New York Tuesday, 
April 9, 1996. (AP Photo/Wally Santana)



page 5

Michael Pulitzer and Seymour Topping, administrator, the Pulitzer 
Prizes, and San Paolo professor of international journalism at Columbia 

University, view some of famous Pulitzer prize winning photos dur-
ing the opening ceremony of an exhibition of Pulitzer photos in Tokyo 

Thursday, February 12, 1988. (AP Photo/Horst Faas)

“distinguished cartoon or portfolio of cartoons, character-
ized by originality, editorial effectiveness, quality of draw-
ing and pictorial effect, published as a still drawing, anima-
tion or both.” This category was first introduced in 1922 
and on The Pulitzer Prize website http://www.pulitzer.org/
prize-winners-by-category/215 you can see the works of 
the winning cartoonists since 1995.

The categories within the Letters, Drama & Music Pulit-
zers include: Fiction (before 1948 it was named Novel,) 
Drama, History, Biography or Autobiography which have 
been awarded since 1917 and categories added later in-
clude: Poetry (since 1922 /The 1918 and 1918 awards 
were made possible by a special grant from The Poetry 
Society/), General Nonfiction (since 1962) and Music 
(since 1943). 

The lists are long and comprise Pleiades of great American 
authors. Again, due to the lack of space let’s just mention 
only some winning titles and their authors of Fiction: The 
Old Man and the Sea, by Ernest Hemingway, A Fable, and 
The Reivers, by William Faulkner, To Kill A Mockingbird, 
by Harper Lee, The Confessions of Nat Turner, by William 
Styron, Humboldt’s Gift, by Saul Bellow, Elbow Room, by 
James Alan McPherson, The Stories of John Cheever, by 
John Cheever, The Executioner’s Song, by Norman Mail-
er, Rabbit Is Rich, and Rabbit At Rest by John Updike, The 
Color Purple, by Alice Walker, Beloved, by Toni Morrison, 
American Pastoral, by Philip Roth, The Hours, by Michael 
Cunningham, March, by Geraldine Brooks, The Road, 
by Cormac McCarthy, Tinkers, by Paul Harding, and The 
Sympathizer, by Viet Thanh Nguyen.

Some winning dramas include: Beyond the Horizon, Anna 
Christie, and Strange Interlude  by Eugene O’Neill, They 
Knew What They Wanted, by Sidney Howard, Men in 
White, by Sidney Kingsley, Our Town, and The Skin of Our 
Teeth, by Thornton Wilder, A Streetcar Named Desire, and 
Cat on A Hot Tin Roof, by Tennessee Williams, Death of a 
Salesman, by Arthur Miller, Diary of Anne Frank, by Albert 

Hackett and Frances Goodrich, The Piano Lesson, by Au-
gust Wilson, Angels in America: Millennium Approaches, 
by Tony Kushner, Anna in the Tropics, by Nilo Cruz, and 
Hamilton, by Lin-Manuel Miranda.

In the Biography or Autobiography Category we will find 
the only winning book by a U.S. President. It is Profiles in 
Courage, by John F. Kennedy, awarded in 1957.

The Poetry Category is again studded with the names of 
excellent authors. Let’s mention just some of the collec-
tions and their authors: Love Songs, by Sara Teasdale, 
New Hampshire: A Poem with Notes and Grace Notes, 
Collected Poems, A Further Range, and A Witness Tree, 
by Robert Frost, Selected Poems, by Conrad Aiken, Con-
quistador, and Collected Poems 1917-1952, by Archibald 
Macleish, Lord Weary’s Castle, and The Dolphin, by Rob-
ert Lowell, Annie Allen, by Gwendolyn Brooks, Collected 
Poems, by Wallace Stevens, Poems: North & South - A 
Cold Spring, by Elizabeth Bishop, 77 Dream Songs, by 
John Berryman, The Collected Poems, by Sylvia Plath, 
Partial Accounts: New and Selected Poems, by William 
Meredith, and Repair, by C.K. Williams.

Lastly, let’s take a look at the General Nonfiction Category 
where we will again see a variety of great books and their 
authors. To mention just some: The Making of the Presi-
dent 1960, by Theodore H. White, Anti-Intellectualism in 
American Life, by Richard Hofstadter, O Strange New 
World, by Howard Mumford Jones, The Problem of Slav-
ery in Western Culture, by David Brion Davis, The Armies 
Of The Night, by Norman Mailer, So Human An Animal, by 
Rene Jules Dubos, The Rising Sun, by John Toland, The 
Denial of Death, by Ernest Becker, The Dragons of Eden, 
by Carl Sagan, On Human Nature, by Edward O. Wilson, 
The Soul of a New Machine, by Tracy Kidder, The Ants, 
by Bert Holldobler and Edward O. Wilson, The Swerve: 
How the World Became Modern, by Stephen Greenblatt, 
and Toms River: A Story of Science and Salvation, by Dan 
Fagin.

Washington Post staff and editors gather after the Washington Post 
staff won the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting during a cel-

ebration in the newsroom of the Washington Post’s new headquarters in 
Washington, Monday, April 18, 2016. (AP Photo/Manuel Balce Ceneta)

http://www.pulitzer.org/prize-winners-by-category/215
http://www.pulitzer.org/prize-winners-by-category/215
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ERNEST HEMINGWAY                 JOHN UPDIKE                         TONI MORRISON       (AP Photos)

SOME OF THE FICTION, DRAMA AND POETRY WINNERS’GALLERY

TENNESSEE WILLIAMS               TONY KUSHNER                           LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA (AP Photos)

ROBERT FROST                           GWENDOLYN BROOKS                C.K. WILLIAMS        (AP Photos)



DECEMBER 2016 
TRIVIA QUESTION

At which University is the School 
of Journalism established by 

Joseph Pulitzer?

Send the answer 
(with your home address) to: 

KrakowAIRC@state.gov

The 1st, the 8th and 14th send-
er of the correct answer will be 

awarded with a book prize. 

Deadline: 
January 10, 2017

NOVEMBER 2016 Answer:  

Colorado became a state 
100 years after the Declara-

tion of Independence

The winners are:

Karolina from Gaj, Piotr from 
Skarzysko-Kamienna, and 

Brygida from Poznan

 CONGRATULATIONS!!!

The prizes will be sent to you by 
mail.

Zoom is online at
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/

 
Free subscription

KrakowAIRC@state.gov

Contact us at
KrakowAIRC@state.gov

American Information 
Resource Center

Krakow
Konsulat Generalny USA

ul. Stolarska 9, 
31-043 Krakow

KrakowAIRC@state.gov
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ACTIVITY PAGE
ZOOM IN ON AMERICA ANNUAL CONTEST

CHOOSE THE BEST 
ZOOM IN ON AMERICA COVER OF 2016

Choose your favorite 2016 
cover and send your choice 
- just the name of the month  

to:
KrakowAirc@state.gov

(with your home address)

First five participants who 
have voted for the winning 
cover will be awarded with a 

book prize.




