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Cosmopolitan magazine should not have survived its first one hundred years.  The 

magazine has almost been discontinued on numerous occasions, but somehow, it remains today 

as one of the most popular women's magazine.  Created on March of 1886, by the Schlicht and 

Field Corporation, it started off as a first-class family magazine (Landers, 2010).  Schlicht 

devoted a part of the magazine exclusively for the interests of women, with articles on fashion, 

household decoration, cooking and the care and management of children (Landers, 2010).  The 

magazine nearly died in the summer of 1888 when it suspended publishing for two months 

(Landers, 2010).  The magazine got saved and almost died again in 1905, and that is when 

William Randolph Hearst rescued Cosmopolitan magazine, keeping it afloat until 1965 

(Landers, 2010).  In 1965, Hearst was ready to axe the magazine, but took a chance on editor 

Helen Gurley Brown, the women who made Cosmopolitan magazine into the most popular 

women's magazine today (Landers, 2010).  

Cosmopolitan's ability to find niches throughout its time kept the magazine from dying.  

It survived because it was able to keep transforming itself into what the people wanted at the 

time.  In the magazine's first hundred years, it has gone through five major transformations.  

First, it was a family literary magazine, second a general magazine with articles on national and 

international topics and fiction, third a sensationalist magazine that emphasized expose' articles 

and political commentary from 1905-1912, fourth the magazine became  a quality fiction 

magazine that published from the most popular and highly paid authors and illustrators in the 

1920's and finally, it transformed into the magazine for younger women with articles about 



relationships, love and sex (Landers, 2010).
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Cosmopolitan's editorial dynamics enabled its publicism and eventually prosper for more 

than a century.  Its readership demographics from the 1890's through the mid 1930's was 

exceptional, compose of affluent men and women living in classy city neighborhoods and 

upscale suburbs (Landers, 2010).   Cosmopolitan initially attracted a size-able readership in the 

late 19th century because it was a affordable, quality general magazine that gave readers of the 

budding middle-class informative articles of serious topics as well as fine fiction from the best 

authors of the era (Landers, 2010).  Its reader demographic remained the same as it transitioned 

to a sensationalistic muckraker in the early 20th century (Landers, 2010).  Cosmopolitan offered 

dramatic articles that documented corrupt relationships between United States senators and 

financiers, industrialists, those who owned railroads and also offered articles about the hazardous  

and unhealthy conditions of child laborers (Landers, 2010).  Cosmopolitan achieved even 

more prominence as a fiction showcase displaying the work of notable short-story writers and 

novelists and it ultimately attained iconic status when it moved to the modern, young women 

magazine it is today (Landers, 2010).  

Cosmopolitan had so many transformations, and each of its transitions reflected its editor 

at the time.  Paul Schlicht, founder of Cosmopolitan, was a person with ambition that exceeded 

his ability (Landers, 2010).  Schlicht was promoted to junior partner at a small manufacturer and 

international distributor of office equipment at age twenty-three (Landers, 2010).  He started 

Cosmopolitan within a few weeks of beginning his leadership of Schlicht and Field (Landers, 



2010).  Although it seems odd for an executive to publish a magazine, the media environment of 

the late 19th century resembled that of the dot-com frenzy of today.  Magazine publishers of the 

Yip 3

Gilded Age and online entrepreneurs  shared a belief in the potential of new media (Landers, 

2010).  As with any publication at the time, advertisement was critical to the survival of

Cosmopolitan.  Schlicht described Cosmopolitan as “family literary” which posed a problem 

when the N.W. Ayer and Son's Annual tried to categorize the magazine.  Cosmopolitan 

either gor categorized as a family magazine or literary magazine, never both (Landers, 2010)

.  Putting magazines into categories, at the time, was important because the Annual Publications 

Directories were consulted by advertising agencies and manufacturer representatives chose 

the placement of advertisements based on the categories of the magazines (Landers, 2010).  

Unfortunately, when Cosmopolitan was under the reign of Schlicht, the financial issues were a 

great one; the cost of producing an issue was much greater than what he first predicted (Landers, 

2010).  Schlicht eventually sold Cosmopolitan to John Brisben Walker in 1889 (Landers, 2010).  

John Brisben Walker was an energetic and impulsive idealist whose restive mind fostered 

editorial excellence (Landers, 2010).  Walker wanted to emphasize time articles and commentary 

throughout his time as being editor (Historic, 2008).  Many articles at this time were journalistic, 

meaning that writers described condition or event they had observed and they sometimes 

interviewed people related to their stories (Historic, 2008).  By 1891, Walker himself was also 

contributing articles he had written (IHTDB, 2009).  Walker appointed E.D. Walker as editor, 

formally with Harper's Monthly (Historic, 2009).  E.D. introduced color illustrations, serials and 



book reviews (Historic, 2009).  Cosmopolitan became the leading market for fiction featuring 

famous authors we know today like, Annie Besant, Ambrose Bierce, Theodore Dreiser, Rudyard 

Kipling, Jack London, Will Cather, Edith Wharton and H.G. Wells (Historic, 2009).  
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In order to compete with newspapers, John Walker dispatched Elizabeth Bisland on a 

race around the world against Nellie Bly, of the New York World (IHTDB, 2008).  John viewed 

that his new and modern travel story as the ideal opportunity for promoting his magazine to both 

the mass and genteel audiences (Roggenkamp, 1999). Bly and Bisland, the two big lady travel-

journalists, came to act as ambassadors for their different mediums, which were operating within 

a highly competitive and segmented literary marketplace (Roggenkamp, 1999).  And even 

though John and Bisland had an apparent “loss” to the World and to the sensationalism of new 

journalism, Cosmopolitan did succeed in the race for success in the literary marketplace 

(Roggenkamp, 1999).  

Under John Walker's reign at Cosmopolitan, the magazine's circulation climbed to 

75,000 by 1892 (IHTDB, 2008).  With it's new sensationalistic feel, Cosmopolitan provided 

provocative ideas from thinkers across the ideological spectrum concerning the nation's social 

structure, economic system, obligations of wealthy Americans and the global role of the United 

States (IHTDB, 2009).  Walker was able to put Cosmopolitan up against the popular, 

prestigious, pricier magazines like, Century, Harper's and Scribner's (IHTDB, 2009). In 

Walker's first published issue of Cosmopolitan, it proclaimed at the bottom on the cover, “Edited 

by John B. Walker” a first for any magazine (Historic, 2009).  Walker also increased the price 



by forty cents and risked losing thousands of two dollar subscribers (Historic, 2009).  At the 

same time, Cosmopolitan raised its price with vendors by twenty-five cents, while pushing 

subscriptions prices to three dollars (Historic, 2009).  Walker's pricing strategy demonstrated his 

absolute faith that his magazine would appeal to middle-class readers.
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In 1897, Walker announced that Cosmopolitan would sponsor a free correspondence 

school.  He proudly announced, “No charge of any kind will be made to the student.  All 

expenses for the present will be bourne by the Cosmopolitan” (Spartacus, 2000).  No conditions, 

except a pledge of a given number of hours to study.”  (Spartacus, 2000).  Walker was surprised 

when twenty thousand students had enrolled and realized that Cosmopolitan was unable to 

finance the venture (Spartacus, 2000).  He had to ask the students to contribute twenty dollars a 

year for their education (Spartacus, 2000).  

In 1905, William Randolph Hearst purchased Cosmopolitan for $400,000 (Landers, 

2010).  Hearst was an intelligent and irresponsible publisher whose editorial vendettas and 

crusades did damage, but also brought reform to the nation (Landers, 2010).  Hearst expanded 

the Cosmopolitan magazine by employing top writers and investigative journalists (Landers, 

2010).  Charles Edward Russell was employed and he wrote many articles including, “At the 

Throat of the Republic,” “What Are You Going to do About That?,” and “The Growing of Caste 

in America,” all dealt with the issues and indiscretions the United States had at the time 

(Spartacus, 2000).  Journalist, Alfred Henry Lewis was also employed by Hearst.  He wrote 

about the social issues that were going on in America.  His serialized article, “Owners of 



America” was about how big business men controlled the political process and that candidates 

were there to do their bidding (Spartacus, 2000).  Other articles he wrote on social issues are, “A 

Trust in Agricultural Implements,” “The Trial of the Viper,” and “The Viper's Trail of Gold” 

(Spartacus, 2000).  

Another first-class reporter Hearst hired was David Graham Phillips.  Phillips mostly 
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wrote on political subjects when he was asked to write for magazines.  His serialized articles, 

“The Treason of the Senate,” caused a tremendous stir between candidates Nelson W. Aldrich of 

Rhode Island and Arthur P. Gorman of Maryland (Spartacus, 2000).  Phillips revealed that the 

politicians were receiving huge payments from large corporations to argue their case in the 

Senate (Spartacus, 2000).  Phillips did not take sides, he accused both main parties (Democrats 

and Republicans) of joining together to “advance the industrial and financial interests of the 

wealthy classes of the country” (Spartacus, 2000).  This was considered to be one of the most 

important investigations of the muckraking period of journalism (Spartacus, 2000).  Phillips did 

not want to be considered a muckraker, and once he was accused of being one, he returned to 

fiction, but returned to the subject of political corruption but also wrote about women's issues 

(Spartacus, 2000).  

Other radicals who contributed to the Cosmopolitan were Ida Tarbell, whose 

investigative journalism  articles lead to the influential book “History of the Standard Oil 

Company” (Spartacus, 2000).  Upton Sinclair wrote for the Cosmopolitan and during that time, 

he wrote one of the most powerful books, “The Jungle” which exposed the hazardous, 



unsanitary conditions of the meat packing industry.  It was so influential, that after the book was 

published, President Theodore Roosevelt ordered an investigation on all meat-packing 

companies (Spartacus, 2000).  Sinclair Lewis, whose novel, “Main Street” earned him his 

reputation at a great novelist, went on to be the first American novelist to be awarded a Nobel 

Prize for Literature (Spartacus, 2000).

Hearst also employed the top illustrators at the time including James M. Flagg, Dean 
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Cornwall and Harrison Fisher.  Flagg is most notable for his World War 1 poster of Uncle Sam 

and the caption “I want you for the U.S. Army” (Spartacus, 2000).  Cornwall had many of his 

works appear in the Cosmopolitan and went on to work for General Motors and Coca Cola 

(Spartacus, 2000).  Fisher was a regular provider of Cosmopolitan's covers and designed 

important posters in World War 1 for the American Red Cross (Spartacus, 2000).  

By the 1930's, Cosmopolitan offered three serials and ten shorts stories by the top 

American novelists (Spartacus, 2000).  At this time, it had a circulation of 1,700,000 and an 

advertising income of five million dollars (Spartacus, 2000).  In the early 1940's, Cosmopolitan 

began to call itself, “The Four-Book Magazine” (Spartacus, 2000).  The first section consisted 

of one novelette, six to eight short stories, two serials, six to eight articles and eight or nine 

special features (Spartacus, 2000).  The three other sections contained a complete short and 

normal length novel and a digest of current non-fiction books (Spartacus, 2000).  During World 

War 2, sales of Cosmopolitan reached over two million copies (Spartacus, 2000).  However, 

by the 1950's, there was a decrease in the demand for fiction (Spartacus, 2000).  The sales of 



Cosmopolitan dropped dramatically.  The magazine size was reduced and although circulation 

was just over a million in 1955, Cosmopolitan was still a profitable concern (Spartacus, 2000).  

Helen Gurley Brown made a trial agreement with Hearst to try and revive the failing 

genreal magazine format (World, 2008).  Brown officially became editor in July 1965 (World, 

2008).  Brown was an ambitious and savvy achiever whose sense of what the younger women 

wanted in a magazine proved to be very perceptive (Landers, 2010).  Brown is the most well-

known editor of Cosmopolitan magazine (Landers, 2010).  She converted the conservative 
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Cosmopolitan into a female counterpart of Hugh Hefner's iconic Playboy magazine (Five, 2001).  

She featured sexy cover models, controversial subject matter and a hip sensibility that gathered a 

large audience very quickly (Five, 2001).  Brown took a lot of herself into the magazine, advice 

on how to move ahead in a career, meet a man, lose weight and be a good sexual partner (World, 

2008).  Brown was able to create an editorial format to appeal to women whose lives were 

similar to hers; she was considered Cosmopolitan (World, 2008).  The new Cosmopolitan, 

often created controversy and dispute especially when it published a nude centerfold of actor 

Burt Reynolds in 1972 (World, 2008).  But despite the controversy, by 1990, sales went from 

eight thousand copies per issue to more than 2.5 million (World, 2008).  Brown had made 

Cosmopolitan into one of the most widely read women's magazine's in the world, (World, 2008).  

Her advice had remained the same throughout the years, in both magazines and books she writes 

(World, 2008).  She stil refuses to write out four-letter-words about sex but describes it in great 

detail (World, 2008).  The direction she took Cosmopolitan targeted her for much criticism, but 



also received her many honors.  Brown earned the Distinguished Achievement Award from the 

University of Southern California in 1971, she won the Editorial Leadership from the American 

Newspaper Women's Club of Washington D.C. in 1972, and was awarded the Distinguished 

Achievement Award in Journalism from Stanford in 1977 (World, 2008).  She was also declared 

a New York City landmark, often seen on New York busses going back and forth from her 

apartment to the Cosmopolitan office (Five, 2001).  In 1997, Brown gave up being editor of 

Cosmopolitan to become editor-in-chief of international editions of the magazines (Five, 2001).  

Brown had broken new ground with her vision of Cosmopolitan.  She had articles about 

Yip 9

birth control pills, which was still a touchy subject that had not been written about before 

(Benjamin, 2011).  It was the first time the sex was discussed in such an explicit, but also subtle 

manner and women were snatching issues off the shelves (Benjamin, 2011).  From it's first 

issue, under Brown's vision, the magazine continued to push the envelope with provocative 

articles (often even taboo) and it soon had a huge and fiercely loyal readership (Benjamin, 

2011).  What made it appeal to women so well, was the fact that it outlined a dream for the 

American, single, working girl and how to live her life on her terms (Benjamin, 2011).  The 

revamped Cosmopolitan created their women readers to be sexually liberated and independent, 

which caused many men, and a few women, to be threatened (Benjamin, 2011).  Cosmopolitan 

is considered to be a gentler form of feminism. It empowers girls, teaching them that they can 

achieve anything a man can, but also acknowledges the fact that women love men and sex 

(Benjamin, 2011).  



By all counts, Cosmopolitan magazine should not have survived one hundred 

years.  Cosmopolitan survived because it was able to keep transforming itself, from a 

family literary, a general magazine with articles on national and international topics, to a 

sensationalist magazine, to a quality fiction magazine with fine, color illustrations and 

finally to an empowering women's magazine filled with provocative topics on men, 

relationships and sex.  For any publication to survive, it's content must be dynamic and 

appeal to audiences.  Other magazines that competed with Cosmopolitan in it's early days 

failed because some changed their editorial format too quickly and alienated loyal readers 

while at the same time, not attracting any new readership (Landers, 2010).  Some tried to 
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blend the old and new formats together, but with that, they lost a specific identity and 

purpose (Landers, 2010).  Other magazines chose to do formats in a category that was 

already occupied by other dominant magazines (Landers, 2010).  Cosmopolitan was able 

to keep transforming itself without losing its audiences interest.  All of its past editors, 

authors and journalists gave Cosmopolitan its personality making it the sixth best selling 

newsstand magazines in any category (Five, 2001).  
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