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PUBLIC OPINICN AND PRESS OPINIOQHN

11 June 1948

COLONEL BABCOCK: Captain Worthingion, distinguished guests, and
gentlemen of the class: Throughout the public-opinion course during this
college year we have heard a great deal about the press, we have heard
about the effect of press opinion on public opinion, and we have heard about
the great advertising campaigns carried on through the press; and many other
. aspects of the press have been dlscussed. Our spealer this morning has a

rich background of press experience, having filled almost all of the posi-
tions that can be filled on a newspaper, and flnally rising to the top as

'A_edltor of The Evenlng Star.

When I first heard Mr. McKelway, at ithe Navy seminars on public rela-
tions, I was impressed by his profound knowledge of the public relations
activities of the Armed Forces. I thought at the time that if public-
relations officers understood the background of public relations as well
as he ' did, we would do a very much better job.

We have asked Mr, Benjamin McKelway to come to the College. this morning
to discuss "Press Cpinion and Public Cpinion." The effects of each on the
other,. I take great pleasure in welcoming to the Industrial College of the
Armed Forces, Mr. Benjamin McKelway. /Applause/

MR. McKELWAY: Gentlemen: I am honored by your invitation to appear
here today before this group of officers selected for training and study
in the Industrial College of the Armed Forces. Your presence here cenfers
distinction on you. You have been chosen because of your service, your
records and your demonstrated aptitudes for specialization in one of the
intricate problems of our times--the total mobilization of a nation for war.

The complexity of -our society and the” character of modern warfare have
made such specialization necessary. ~You are planning for a dreadful con-
tingency. But our survival, in the face of that contingency, will depend
largely upon the skill with whlch we are able. %o apply the organized
knowledge gained by such courses of study as 'thoso offered in this College.

The subject ass1gned‘to me by your Conmandant Géneral Vanaman, is an
involved one. It is "Public Opinion and Press Oplnlon," discussion of the
relationship between press opinion and public opinion, with special
emphasis on the influence -of each upon the other. I.am not going to attempt
~to cover it adequately in this dlscourse, for thﬂt uould be a futile under-
taklng. -
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Cne of the pioneers in organized study of public opinion and the
hazardous prediction of its future manifestation was the old Literary
Digest. We all remember, I am sure, how the Literary Digest fell flat
on its face in predicting an election and thereafter ceased to exist,

The causes of its failure as a prophet are probably complicated, but

one simple failure is now recognized. It attempted to judge phbllc opinion
by the replies. to specific questions sent out on self-addrcssed, return
postal cards. But the questions were addressed only to that segment of
public opinion whieh is represented in the telephone directories.

' The public opinion of telephone subscribers, we know now, is not nec-
essarily the public opinion ‘of the nontelephone subscribers. The public
opinion expressed by people. at a $10,000 income level is not necessarily
the public opinion expressed by people at a $2,000 income level. The
men of a community do not express public opinion, for public opinion is
incomplete without the opihion of the women. The man on the street does
not express public opinions For public opinion is also made wup of the
man, or the woman, who does not happen to be on the strect.

Kumbers of people polled in a quest for public opinion scem to make

little differcence. The careful selection of the types of people who
are polled seems to meke all the difference. We do not yeit know how
accurate is the gauge of public opinion furnished by the art’of polling.
Practitioners of the art are the autporltles on that question and T do
_not happen to be one of them. It seems to be established, however, that
if the samples of public opinion are carnfully chosen, inferences drawn
from the mathcmatical ra sults of such sampling may be corrcct within
fractions of a decimal point, ' : '

Some of the reoults of polling are surprising. If these rcsults
arc correct, newspapers have evéry reason to. re-exanine the claim that
they are molders of public opinions -And all of us have reason to be
concerned about whether public opinion is, quallflod to be the ruler of

this or any other country.

Dr. Gallup took a poll not long ago -to test public familiarity with
President Truman's ecivil rights programe. That subject has been on the
Nation's first page, and has been thoroughly gone over on the editorial
page, for many mohths. But in the South, whers: it has been reprasented
as somcthing of a burning issue, 32 percent of those polled never heard
or read of the civil r¢gnts program., Out51de the South, 43 percent were
couallv 1gnorent. L

You might .have thought thgt evurybody in the country, with the
ability to rcad or Tisten to a radio, would know something about the
Taft-Hartley labor law. Yet Dr. Gallup tells us that 39 percent of the
people qu“stlonod about the Taft-Hartley law sala they nevar read or heard
of it.
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Yet 59 percent of the people polled on the question did not know
what candidate the Cleveland Plain Dealer was supporting. As a foot note
it might be remarked that Erie County did give Wilkie a slight wajority
in 1940, although Chio went the other way. That sort of information about
public opinieon is rather disillusioning to newspaper people.

I do not mean here to disparage the influence of the mwess on public
opinion. That influence is a very .powerful one. There are numerous
examples of news papers which have courggeously started out to champion an
unpopular cause; have bravely gone forth in the face of what seemed to be
overwhelming public opinion, to suffer public ridicule and then to see this
ridicule change . to applause and supporte. We know of the evil influence on
public opinion of an irresponsible or venal press; of how the press can
inflame public opinion by half-truths.or sensation-mongering and of how such
flames can be cxtinguished by calm, considered, prescntation of the truth
in other newspapers. The good influence of the press incrcases as the
press itself becomes more conscious of its importance in a frece democracy.
Abuscs of the freedom of the press are on the de¢line with acceptance by
the press of the truth that respon51b111ty is a necessary obligation which
accompanies fresedom.

Vhat I am talking about is that we are just begimning to submit some
atcepted generalizations of the past to careful examination. We are
f£inding out how to take this thing called public opinion apart and sece
what makes it tick. And we are learning how to measurc the effect of ncws-
" paper opinion on .public opinion and sometimes we find results that are
surprising. We do not know whether it is a fact that the newspapers’ in-
fluence on public opinion is on the decline,. It may be that it has not
declined at all. For perhaps the rress never exerted the influence on
public opinion that has been claimed for it. We probably are only scratch-
ing the surface of knowledge conc»rnlng nubllc opinion. Morc is there and
digging will uncover. it,

We know that public opinion is fluid, subject to constant change.
That has always been a characteristic of American public opinion. It is
evidenced in many ways. If the polls of publie opinion are correct, the
position of the candidates changes almost every weck=--with onc candidate
shooting chead, to remsin in the lcad only until overtaken by ancther
candidate. I think there' is a dangerous change of public opinion in
process now regarding the United Nations. Heére is an undertcking in tworld
government that will be highly successful if, within the next century, it
begins to make itself fclt as an impordtant influence in the community of
nations,

But sometimes it scems as if the American people exgccted the United
Nations to end all wars by next Thursday. Failing that, they are willing
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What will be the result if pells by a government agency reveal a tre-
mendous public opinion in:favor of a course of action that the duly elected
 legislators and men experienced.in 'public affairs oppose? If we are going
to experiment with government by pdbllc oplnlon polls, we should be very
certain that polls are accurate reflections of public opinion in the first

prlace, and that public opinion, &s revealed by polls, is competent to govern.
Ne ewspapers are utilizing polls of public opinion not merely +to inform their
readers of the findings but to 1nform tbemselves of the effactlveness of
their own publlcatlons.

Some of the nolls reafflrm the knowledge, already gained from experi-
ence, as to the most effective methods of displaying news, They also
suggest new approaches. ile find for example that newspaper writing, which
should be for the mass of the people, falls far short of reaching too many
of them. It is toe full of long sentences, multisyllable vwords and
gobbledegook phrases, understandable only to the reporter in Washington
who writes about them and the bureaucrats whose doings’ are described.

This discovery has led to organized attempts for greater clarity by more
simple writing. But the rush and the tension of newsvaper writing make
progress: in improvement disappointingly slow, We hear much, and I have
alluded to it before, of the ‘declining influence of the newspaper rress.
Some of the evidence of this decline, however, should be more carefully ,
weighed before it is accopted Cne frequently c1t34 ‘pilece of evidence as ..
to the decline of the newspapers! influence is the well-known fact:that:
although the late President Roosevelt lacked the support of a majority of |
the newspapers, he was elected then re-elected three t¢res.

The theory that this is- oroof of the decllne of newspaper: 1nfluence
is not strengthened by history. It has be°n estimated (by Mr. A. L. Mott),
- for example, that in the cight Presidential ¢a ampaigns between 1796 and
1824, only three of the successful candidates had the support of a majority
of the press. In the tmenty—51x campaigns in the next century, before
Mr. Roosevalt's firat campglgn, only 15 of the successful candidates were
supported edltorlallf‘by the majorlty of the newsthers ﬂhlch took a polit-
ical stand on the issucse
-Beginnlng xlth'the'1920”Repuﬁllcaﬁ landslide and the clection of
President Harding thcre were WQ subsequent Repdbllcgn victorics which |
kept that party in power for twelve years. These victories were OkplalDCd
by some hostile critics of the press, probably Democrats, as the fruit of |
Republican progaganda‘by the controlled press, Begimning with I, Rooscvelt's
first wvictory in 1932, he. en1oyed three subscéquent triumphs at the polls,
Some of the Republicans blamed his first election on the "smear tactics" .
of the Democratic Natlonal Commlttee’s pub1101tJ director against President
Hoover, aided and. abetted by the ricwspapers; whercas others referred scorn-
fully to the ducllnlng influence of thesc newspapers,:
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But as newspaper editors, some of them followed practices which are
no longer in godd 'standing in the newsvaper business. They deliberately
Buppresséd news. They deliberately colored news to suit the paper's own
opinionse They deliberntely refused to print the other side of the argument.
Some of these editors were not conducting the sort of newspapers we know
todaye They were conducting party organs, which lived and died with the
causes they espoused, Their cdrdinal mission was not the printing of news,
as it is' today. Their mission was to.support some cause, to hammer away
on public opinion in an attempt to fashlon it to their own ends.

The more modern conception of’the role of the press today is that of
an informer, rather than a molder, of public opinion. 4nd that is a more
“lofty conception, and = more desirable one so far as the publlic interest
is concerneds There are numerous examples of successful politicians who
get where they do in spite of the opposition of the messe - The explanation
is as in the case of Yr . Roosevelt, that they are permitted to express
their own views in the news paper'!s news columns, and thosc views appeal
more to public opinion than do the editorial views of the newspaper.

Iet us examine, for a moment one of the curious mun1¢cgt%tlons of
public opinion in politics. Thc distinguished Governor of a great southern
“state has become notorious over the Nation by reason of his going around
kissing babies. Now kissing babies is an old trick of the politicians. But
in the case of this Governor there is a, great diffcrence. The important
. difference is in the age of the babies selected for kissing. The Governor
-definitely profers those who have reached what we might.call the age of
indiscretion. They are no longer in their mothers! armse. According to the
photographs they cre in the Governor‘s arms, whonever the opportunity pre-
sents itself,

Now I do not knon uhether this particular form of b v kissing has
been conderned, praised or ignored by the papérs which operate in the
Governorts bﬁillchk. The point is that public opinien secems to be so
-favorably impressed bJ the Governor!s osculatory prowess thet the editorial
position of the newspapers -on the sub;ect is of no consequence whatever,

The proof of the fovorable public opinion lies in the fact that the
Governor gained additional prestige and added glamour vhen a paternity suit
emerged from the background of his public baby kissing. To sum up some of
these rambling observations, we are just beginning to know something about
what public opinion really ise - This new knowledge should make us careful
in generalizing about it. : - '

As for the influence of newspapers on public opinion, it is possible
that it is as strong today as it ever was, but. perhaps not nearly so
strong os we previously suppesed it to bes” This influcnce of the newspapers
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making available to’ them the necessary factual 1n;orm 7on. Its aim should
be to make public opinion of the Armed Services an informed and therefore
intelligent public opinion. It should never be to mislead, to propa rgandize,
to misinfornm, to sell a bill of goods.

I wonld llke to tell you of an incident that occurred durlng the war.
It involved the tragic death of that great soldier for whom this post is
naned-~General Lesley McNair. He wes killed, as you remembor, when bombs
from our own aircraft fell short of the target. Cther soldicrs fell with
him, at the same‘time and from the same cause,

In the stress of the moment, perhaps. in the confused thi ﬁ[l“g’37lch
followed the shock of his death, kigh echelons at the Pentagon took under
serious consideration the preparation of an amncuncement th»t General
McNairts death resulted from enemy gunfires That atmouncement was to have
been folloved by appropriatc steps which would»attembt to censor, at the
source, any information to the contrary,

- The reason for this proposed misinformation e the public was fear
that if the truth of the cause of General McNairis death became known, ill
feeling between the Ground Forces and the Air Forces would be increased.

Fortunately for the Army, this proposed deception of the Amcrican people
was abandoned and the truth was tolde The result could have been anticipated
by anyore familiar with normal reactions of public oplnlon. The people of
the country were saddened and shocked over the loss of a fine soldier, but
they accepted.it as one of the inevitable misfortunes of war and blamed no
one. Had they been deceived, the truth eventually would have come out any-

1aye You know how news traVcls in an army. And public opinion would have
boen bitter and unforgivings Nothing so affrénts public opinion as an
affort to mislead 1t 01110¢glly by an untruth.

I sonmetimes thlrk~—perhaps unfalrljh—tha* the nmilitary mind, trained
as 1t is and disciplined in the need for strategic planning, is too much
orcoccu01ed'v1th thoughts of how it would prefer to have public opinion
react in certain circumstances, and to that end engages in some schenming
to bring about the desired effect. That approach can be dangerous. It

should not be the business. of the Government--or its agencies, the kllltaryh~
to attempt manipulations of “public oplnlon. Its guide, in dealing with the
public, should bg the truth, the whole truth (less, perhaps, the 1nforma—
tion which reveals actual military sccrets), and ncthing but the truth,
When we leave that theory, when we embark on govermment propaganda within
our owm country with the idea of making poepular or unpopular one set of
ideas, we tamper with an instrument that can become dangerous.

I suppose the free and uncontrolled press of the United States undoubt~
edly prints many things that military men think. should not be printed and
some of these things that are published foster a public opinion vwhich to
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Is-this wise, or is it unwise? Whether it is wise, or whether it is
unwise, it was the idea of the men who founded this country, and it was
shaped in their minds by bitter experience under othér systems, It wa
their belief, as Judge Tearned Hand has expressed it, "That right COHConlonS
are more likely to be gathersd oub of a multitude of tongues than through
any kind of authoritative selection, To many this is, and alwvays will be,
folly; but we have staked upon it our all,"

Thank you, gentlemen,

COLONEL BABCCCK: Mr, McKelway, you have shown your usual fine grasp
of +this broad subgect and have opened the field for many q1estlons on
almost any aspect of it,

Who would like to lead off?

QUESTICN: You alluded briefly to the irresnonsibil‘ty of the press.
Could you say a word on -the ruspon51billty for their publicdtions particu-
larly in respect to columnists, who, at times, make near treasonous state-
" ments based on information from the Govornmenn which should not have been

put out?

¥R. MCKEIWAY: I agree as to that indictment of some columnists, I
do not know vhat the answer for it might be. It camnot be dealt with of-
fectively by legislation,  -If legislation is resorted to in one case, it

an be done jn'another}. T oelleve, in the end, tha public opinion, as
leW'and confused as it may be at times, usually succceds in reaching a
right verdict as o ir r esponsible publlcatidns and, in th¢ end, serves
to discredit thems Many of them are annoying temporarily, but they are
ore of the things that have to be put uwp with as part of o free press.

QUESTION: I would like to ask a rather specific gquestion aboutvthe

artoonist, Bill Mauldin. As you recall, he published cartoons in "Stars
and Stripss" all through the war. After the war was over, he was syndi-
cated and published cartoons rather widely throughout the country. I
Lndersmond that now he has pretty much lost his position with his syndi-

cate, that his syndicate has dropped off to almost nothing. T am in-
clined te believe 1t is due to what have been considered to be his rather
radical ideas. Would you mind discussing that particular problem? I
think it refers to the problem of the columnists. dealt. with in Bhb ques-
tion just askede Is it a.question of going against the editorial wollclcs
of the pagers that wers reﬂrescnted by this syndicate?

WR. McKELWAY: I don't think so. I happen to know the syhdicate.
There was such a variety of opinion represented in the newspopers which
subscribed to that syndicate that I do not think any political slant to the
cartoons would .make much difference, so long as they were interesting and
were followed by the publice. But people didn't think they were funny.
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That is the guiding policy, I would say, of the best pape
country. It explains something that still is on astonishing fact to a
good many people., A newspaper will give a full account of s “cthing that
somebody has saild or advocated which is very unpopular not only with the
newspaper but with the people who recad it. The people who rezd it want
to know why the newspaper prints ite. It is the only way to atiempt to
reach this ideal goal of complete objectivity in telling people what
happened.

A great deal of the shading in news stories’ is unconsciously done.,
The reporter!s own feelings, his own philosophy, his ovm beliefs may
shade what he writes. But his story goes through many hands, and the
people on the nowspaper staff who edit it try to take out all of that
shading or coloring.

Nowr, I am speaking of the ideal; I am not speaking of all newspapers
in the United States. Cne exception I can mention herc is the Chicago
Iribunc, which is one of the largest and most successful newspapers in
the country. There théy make very little attempt to tell an objective
story of what happened, They play the news and they write their necws
according to that newspaperts policy. ' They do not attompt to conceal
thate That is their policy rather than the policy of attempting to put
the straight facts before the people and letting them malze up their own
minds about what to think of them.

COLONEL BABCCCK: Are there any questions from the visitors?
(No response) Arc there any questions from the faculty? (No responsc)

Mr. lcKelwra you secen to have covered the ground sc woll that they
canmnct think of any other questionse.

Cn behalf of the Commandant and the College, we wish to thank you
fer giving of your valuable time in order to prcsent this interesting
disscrtation,

(25 June 1948--450)S.
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