
All about UK newspapers

The pen is mightier than the sword is an old saying. 
It means that words more than violence have the 

power to shape people’s opinions and change events. 
So it’s vital that newspapers and magazines – just 
like TV and radio shows – are free to gather and share 
information with the public. Among other things, it 
means politicians can be criticised and made to prove 
that their decisions and actions are the right ones. This 
idea, known as freedom of the press, is so important 
that in 1993, the United Nations, an organisation 
that promotes world peace, declared 3 May World 
Press Freedom Day. The purpose of the day is to raise 
awareness of this principle and to campaign for it to 
be protected, especially in countries where journalists 
can be jailed for criticising powerful people.    

18 February 2017

All about UK newspapers

Before the 1440s, books could only be copied 
by hand. All that changed when the printing 
press – a machine that produces printed 
copies – was invented in Germany. Thanks to 
a man called William Caxton, this technology 
arrived in London in 1476, paving the way for 
the creation of newspapers.

Although the oldest surviving newspaper, 
Berrow’s Worcester Journal, started in around 
1690, it wasn’t until the late 1700s that 
popular national newspapers such as The 
Times and The Observer were created – and 
even longer before The Guardian, Daily Mail 
and the Daily Telegraph were born. These titles 
all still exist today.

In 1855, stamp duty – an extra charge on 
newspaper prices that went to the 
Government – was scrapped, which 
meant ordinary people, as well as 
the rich, could afford to keep up 
to date with the news. 

Many people now get their news online, and 
this has resulted in some newspapers closing. 
Prime Minister Theresa May recently ordered 
a review on this issue, to look at whether the 
quality of news is getting worse. Many people 
blame the switch from print to digital news 
sources for the rise of fake news – made-up 
stories shared online. The rise of fake news 
has led to predictions of a comeback for 
newspapers, as people demand information 
they can trust. It isn’t all bad news, 
though. Improved technology 
means the public can get news 
from a wider range of sources, 
which can be healthy when it comes 
to debating issues that affect everyone. 

The early days of British 
newspapers

● Fifa corruption During the bidding process 
to host the World Cup in 2022, which was 
awarded to Qatar, The Sunday Times revealed 
dishonesty within Fifa – the organisation that 
controls international football. Some senior 
members of Fifa were accused of selling their  
vote, which means they promised to vote  
for a specific country in return for money. 

● MPs’ expenses scandal In 2009, The  
Daily Telegraph reported that members  
of the UK Parliament were 
claiming large amounts of 
money from public funds to pay 
for things that they said were 
essential for them to do their 
jobs. Some of these claims were 
exaggerated and others were 
simply made up. Seven politicians 
went to prison, and a new group was set up to 
approve politicians’ claims for money. 

● The Edward Snowden files The Guardian 
published secrets revealed by Edward Snowden 
in 2013. He proved that the US government 
was collecting the data of tens of millions of 
Americans without their permission. 

Press success

What will the future bring? 
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Power of the press 
Headlines that made history

Newspapers have been an important part of British life for centuries.

Newspapers play an important role in revealing 
wrongdoing. Here are three examples of bad 
behaviour exposed by the press.

Fake money 
is thrown at 

Fifa president 
Sepp Blatter.
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MORNING NEWS

This headline, which was printed on The Guardian’s front page on  

15 May 1948, marked the creation of Israel – a nation for Jewish 

people in the ancient land of Palestine in the Middle East. 

THE JEWISH STATE BORN

GIVE THE GIRL 
A CHANCE!
Here, The Daily Express pledged 
its support for Margaret 
Thatcher ahead of a general 
election on 3 May 1979. The 
public did give her a chance – 
Thatcher became the UK’s first 
female Prime Minister. 

Sir Mo 
finished third.

Margaret 
Thatcher

DAILY 
NEWS

On 20 July 1969, 
Neil Armstrong 
became the first 
person to walk 
on the Moon. This 
headline, which 
reported the 
historic moment, 
was printed by The 
London Evening 
Standard. 

THE FIRST 
FOOTSTEP

On 8 May 1945, Germany surrendered, which 
meant the Second World War was over in 
Europe. As this Daily Mirror headline shows,  
it became known as Victory in Europe Day  
(or VE Day for short). 

VE DAY!

Caxton’s press allowed 
newspapers and books 

to be printed easily.

DID YOU 
KNOW?

The UK is ranked 40th in 

the world for press freedom, 

a drop of two places on  

the year before.


