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PtBLIC OPLNION AND PRESS OPINION 

ll June 1948 

COLONEL BABCOCK: Captain Worthington, 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, ~e 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 discussed. Our speaker 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 finally rising to the top as 
editor of The Evening Star, 

When I first heard Mr. McKelway, at :the Navy seminars on public re!a .... 
tions, I was impressed by his profound kuaowledge of the public relations 
activities of the Armed Forces.. I thought at the time that if public- 
relations officers understood the backgrozu~d of public relations as well 
as hedid, we would do a very much better job. 

t 

We have asked ~te. Benjamin McKelway to come to the College. this morning 
to discuss "Press Opinion and Public Opinion." ,q~ne •effects of •each on the 
other~ I take great pleasure in welcoming to the Industrial College of the 
Armed Forces, Mr. Benjamin ~cKe!way./Applause / 

~. Zc!~L,~Y. Gentlemen: I am honored by your invitation to appear 
here today before this group of officers Sel~cted for training and study 
in the Industrial College of the. Armed Forces. Your presence here confers 
distinction on you. You have been chosen because ;of your service, your 
recordsand 'your demons%raled 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 
m~de such specialization necessary. "You are planning for a drea'~.~ul con- 
tingency, But our survival, in the face of that contingency, willodepend 
largely upon the skill with v~ich we are able to apply the organized 
knowledge gained by such cour.ses of study .,a s those offered in this College. 

The subject assigned to meby your Commandant, G~neral Vanaman, is an 
involved one. It is "Public ~Opinion and Press Opinion," discussion of the 
relationship between press., opinion and public opinion, -~.~ith special 
emphasis on the influence .of each upon the other, l.am not going to attempt 
to cover it.adequatel~ r in this dlscoursej for that ~.~ould be a futile under- 
ta  ing. . . :  ' 
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One of the pioneers in organized study of public epinion 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 s£mple failure is n0v{recognized. It attempted to judge public opinion 
by the replies to specific questions sent out on self-addressed , return 
postal cards. But the questions were • addressed only to that segment of 
public opinion vzhi~h is represented in the telephone directories. 

The public opinion of telephone subscribers, we kn~ nov~, is not nec- 
essarily the pubTic opinion of the nomtelephone 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 expres~ public opinion, for public opinion is 
incomplete without the opLhion Of the women. The man on the street does 
not express public opinion. For public opinion is also made up of the 
man, or the ~oman, ~vho does not happen to be on the Street. 

Numbers of people polled i n  a quest for public opLnion seem to make 
little differencbo The careful selection of the t~es of people v~ho 

are polled seems to make all the difference. We do not yet kno~ how 
accurate is the gauge of public opLnign furnished by the: art" of pollLug. 
Practitioners of the art are the authorities•on that question and I do 
not happen to be one of them. If'seems to be established, hg~vever , that 
if the samples of public opinion are careful~y chosen, ir3erences dravm 
from the m~%hem~ticai rlssult£ of such sampling may be correct within 
fractions of a decimal point° 

Some of the results of polling are s urPris'~ug, if these results 
arc correct, ne~vspapers have ev@ry reason to: re-examinb the claLm that 
they are molders of public opinion. And all of us have reason to be 
concerned about ~vhether pub!ic opinion is qualified to be the ruler of 
this or any other country. . ~ 

Dr. Gallup took a poll not long: ago to test public familiarity ~'~ith 
President Truman~s Civil rights program. That subject has been on the 
Nation's first page, and has been thoroughly gone over on t1~e editorial 
po~o for many mohths% But Ln the South, where~ it has been represented 
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as something of a burning issue, 3 2 percent of those polled never heard 
or read of the civil -" ' ' " r=gnts program.. Outside the South, 45 percent ~vere 
• equally ignorant ° . : 

You might .have t~ought that everybody in the country, with the : 
ability to read Or liSten to a radio, would knovz something about the 
Taft-Hartley labor lavr. Yet Dr. GaL!up tells us that 39 percent of the 
people questioned about the Taft-Hart!ey la~°~ said they ~ never read or heard 
of it. . . . .  
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Ye t  59 p e r c e n t  o f  the  peop te p o l l e d  on t he  q u e s t i o n  d i d  n o t  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 majority 
in 1940, although Ohio went the other ;¢ay. That sort of information about 
public opinion is rather disillusioning to newspaper people. 

I do not mean here to disparage the influence of the ~ress on public 
opinion. That influence is a verypowerful one. There are numerous 
examples of news papers which have courageously started out to chmTLpion an 
unpopular cause; have bravely gone forth in the face of what seemed to be 
over~'Jhelming public opinion~ to suffer ~ublic ridicule and then to see this 
ridicule change to applauseand support. We kno~:~ 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 hov~ such 
flames can be extinguishedby calm, considered , presentation of the truth 
in other ne~vspapers. The good influence of the press increases as the 
press itself becomes more conscious of its importance in a free democracy. 
Abuses of the freedom of the press are on the deSline ~,~ith acceptance by 
the press of the truth that responsibility is a necessary obligation ~hich 
accompanies freedom. 

?~at I am talking about is that we are just bagir.mLng to submit some 
accepted generalizations of the past to careful examination. We are 
finding out how to take this thing called public opinion apart and see 
what makes it tick. And we are learning how to measure the effect of news- 
paver opinion on public opinion and sometimes ~Te 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 dee!ine~ It may be that it has not 
declined at all. For perhaps the press never exerted the influence on 
public opinion that has been claimed for ft. We probably are only scratch- 
ing the surface of knov~ledge concerning public opinion. ~iore is there and 
digging 77ilI Lmcover it, 

We know that public opinion is fluid, . s u b j e c t  to constant change. 
That has always been a characteristic of American public opinion. It is 
evidenced in many ~ays. If the polls of public opinion are correct, the 
position of the candidates changes almost every week--v~ith one candidate 
shooting ahead~ to remain in the lead only until overtaken by another 
candidate. I think there is a dangerous change of public opinion in 
process now regarding the United Nations. Here is an undertaking in ~orld 
government that will be highly successful if, within the next century, it 
begins to make itself felt as an important influence in the community of 
nations. 

But sometimes it seems as if the American people extracted the United 
Nations to end all wars by next Thursday. Failing that, they are willing 
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Vfnat wil.l be the result if. polls by a government agency reveal a tre- 
mendous public •opinion in.favor of a co~rse of.actidn that the duly elected 
legislators and me n experienced<in'public affairs oppose? If we are going 
to experiment ~sith goverrmlent by publi 0 opinion polls, we should be very 
certain that polls are accurate<reflectiohs 0f public opinion in the first 
place, and that public 0pinion ~, ~s revealed by polls, is Competent to govern. 
Ne~vspapers are utilizing polls of:public opinion not merely to inform their 
readers of the findings butte inform themselves of the effectiveness of 
their, o~'a~ publications. 

• . . , 

Some of the polls:'reaffirm the knov:!edge , already' gained from experi- 
ence, as to the most effective methods of displayiflg ne~s. They also 
suggest nev~ approaches. Die find for example that ne~:,'spap@r. ~omn~,, ~-" ~ ~d~ich 
should befor the mass of the people, falls far short of reaching too many 
of .them. It is toe full of long sentences, multisy!lab!e ~cords and 
gobbledegook phrases, understandable only to the reporter:in T~[ashington 
who ~Tites about tD.em and the.bureaucrats r~hose doinods are described. 

This discovery, has led to. organized attempts for greater c!ari%y by more 
simFle v~_~iting. BUt the rush and the tension of ne~vspaper v~Titing make 
progress~ in improvement disappointingly slsw,. V~e hear much, and I have 
alluded to it.bc£ere ~ o2 the declining influence of the ne~'.~spaper .Vress. 
Some of the evidence of this decline~ however, .should be :more carefully ,. 
weighed before itis acce~ted. One frequentlycited:piece ofevidence as .: 
to the decline of the nev~spapers' influence is the"v~e!l~Xno<..m:fact,:~hat 
although the late President Roosevelt lacked the support of a majorit~ of 
the newspapers, he was elected then re-elected three times. 

• . ,: - "i'].. :" " 

The theory tha~t this i s~ proof of •{he declln@ of ne}vspaper influence 
is not strengthened by history~ 19 has been estimated (by Nr. A.. L. ~.{ott) 
for example, that ~ Ln the eight Preside]atial-campaigns bet~yeen 1796 and 
1824, on!.y, three of t]~e successful :candidates had the Support of a majority 
of the. pr.esa:. In. the. t~Tenty-s ix campaigns in :the next century ~ before 
Mr. Rooseve!%'s first..~am.p~,ign, only 15 Of the successful candidates ~'~ere 
supported editorially.by %~ ~a~orit y [of th@ newspapers ~@hich took a polit- 
ical stand on the issues. " ' 

BegLnning j~-ith/%he 19~0=RePUSlic/an landslid4 and the election of 
Pros iden% Hat.cling {her~ were two subsequent Republican victories ~rhich 
kept that party in po'~er for t~v6Ivc years. ~ These victories ~Tere explained, 
by some hostile critics of the press, probably Democrats, as the fruit of~ 
Republican progaganda'by the con%m011ed press, Beginning with I, ir. Rooscvelt's 
first viotor, y in 19j2~ he e.njoyed three subsequent triumphs " at the polls. 
Some of the Republicans blamed'his, first eiec%ion on ,the "smear tactics" 
of the D~m0cratic NaZional Confmit.tee'p publicity director against President 
Hoovcr~ aided and. abe%to~ by the ~evmpaFers; ~',~ercas ethers referred scorn- 
fully to ,the declining influence of these newspapers. 
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:. But as ne~zspaper editors, some of them foiloTzed .Sractices ~:¢hich are 
no longer in go0dstanding in the newspaperlbusiness. They deliberately 
~@uppress6d news. They deliberately c61ored news to suit the paperrS ovm 
opinions. Theydeliberatelyrefused to print the ether :side of the argument. 
Some of these editors were not"c6nducting the .sort of newspapers v~ know 
today. They T:ere conducting party organs, Which lived and died With the 
causes they espoused~ Their cirdinal mission was not the printing of news, 
as it is today, Their mission vms to support some cause, to hammer away 
on public opinion in an atte1\ot to fashion it to their ovm ends. 

The more modern conception of;the role of the press today is that of 
in informer, rather than a m61~er,:of public opiuion. And that is a .more 
loftyconception, and a more desirable one so far as the public interest 
is concerned. There are numerous examp]es of successful O01iticians who 
get where they d ° in spite of the opposition of the ~ress. The explalmtion 
is as in the case of Nr. Roosevelt, that they are permitted to express 
their ov,~ views in the news paper's news columns, and these vie~vs appeal 
more to public opinion than do the editorial views of the newspaper. 

Let us examine, for a moment~ one of the curious manifestations of 
public opinion in politics. 'The distinguished Governor of a great southern 
state has become notorious over the Nation by rea.son of his going around 
kissing babies. Now kissing babies is an old trick of the politicians. But 

the case of this Governor there is a great difference. The important 
• d~=fferenee is in the age of the babies selected for kissing. The Governor 
definitely prefers• those who have reached What we i~ight, call the age of 
indiscretion. ~cy are no longer in their ~othors' arms. According to the 
photographs • they are in the Governor's arms, whenever the opportunity pre- 
sents itseIf. " 

Now I do not knowwhether this particular form of babykissing has 
been conde~ed, praised or ignored by the papers which opor.ate in the 
Governor's bailiwick. The point is that public opinion seems to be so 
.favorably impressed by the Governor's osculato~# prowess that the editorial 
position of the newspapers •onthe subject is of no consequence whatever. 

The proof of the f~vorable public opinion lies in the fact that the 
Governor gained additional prestige andadded glamour fhen a paternity suit 
emerged from the background'of his public baby kissing0 To sum up some of 
these rambling observations~ #~e are Just beginning to know something about 
what public opinion really iso . This new knowledge should make us careful 
in generalizing about it. ~ . 

As for the influenceof newspapers on public opinion, it is possible 
that it is as strong today 'as it ever v~a~j but: perhaps not nee.fly so 
strong as we previously supposed it to be~ This influence of the ne:~spapers 
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making available to them the necessary factual information. Its aim should 
be to mon<~'e public opinion of the Armed Services an m~ormed" ' and therefore 
intelligent public opinion° It should never 'be to mislead, to pr0ps.gandize, 
to misinform, to sell a bill of goods. 

U . 

I would l~<e to tell you of an incident that occurred during the ~.~ar. 
it involved the tragic death of that great soldier for ~-;hom this post is 
named--General ies!ey McNair. He was l~illed, as you remember, ~zhen bombs 
from our ova aircraft fell short Of the target. C~her soldiers fell ~,:ith 
hi~, at the same time and from the same cause. 

In the stress of the moment; perhaps in the confused thi~ing ~hich 
followed the shock of his death, ~igh echelons at the ~enoago~ ~ook ~mder 
serious consideration the ~reparation of aft announcement ths.t General 
McNair's death resulted from enemy gunfire~ That a~ouncement v/as to have 
been ~ ~" ~-- ~. • om~o,ed by anoronriate steps which would,attempt to censor, at the 
source, any information to the contrary. 

, Tb~ reason for this proposed misinformation to the public ~~as fear 
that if the truth of the cause of General NcNair:s death became knov~, ill 
feeling bet~veen the Ground Forces and the Air Forces ~ould be increased. 

Fortunately for the Army, this proposed deception of the American people 
was ab~naonea and the truth was told. The result could he.re been anticipated 
by anyofie familiar ~/ith normal reactions of public opinion. The people of 
the country ~ere saddened and shocked over the loss Of a fine soldier, but 
they accepted:it as one of the inevitable misforttu]es of war and blamed no 
one. Had they been deceived , the truth eventually would have cone out any- 
way. You know how nev~sjtraV61s in an army. And public opinion wot~ld h~ve 
been bitter and. unforgiving. Nothing so affronts public opinion as an 
effort to ,,msle~.d it officially by an ~ntruth, 

I sometimes think--perhaps :unfairly--that tlse military mind, trained 
as it is and disciplined in the need for strategic planning, is too much 
preoccupied ~!,~ith thoughts of how it would prefer to have public opinion 
react in certain circtumstances, and to ~hat end engages in some scheming 
to bring about the desired effect. That approach can be dangerous. It 
should not be the business• of.:the Government-,or its aSencies~ the ~,iilitary-- 
t0 attemnt manipulations of'pub!ic opinion. Its guide, in dealing ~Tith the 
public, should bo the tru,~n~ the ~ole t~th (less~ perhaps, the informa- 
tion ~.hich reveals actual' militaryl secrets), and nothing but the truth. 
Wen we leave that theory, when we embark• on government propaganda within 
our o~m country with the idea of making popular or unpopular one set of 
ideas, ~:e tamper with an instrument t~zt con 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 which to 

ll 

'L. •);~'-~ k ~-. ~' ~' ~.~i~," ,~ ~i~ ~.,~. 



? 

Is'this wise, or is it un~vise? ?Ynether it is wise, or whether it is 
unwise, it was the idea of the men who founded this country, aid it v~s 
shaped in their m~mds by bitter experience under other systeros. It ~as 
their belief~ as Judge learned Hand has e~oressed it~ "That right conclusions 
are more likely to be gathered out of a multitude of tongues than through 
any kind of authoritative selection. To many this is, and always will be, 
folly; but we have staked upon it our all." 

Thank you, gentlemen. 

COLOI~,~L BABCCCK: ~. ~[cKel~.~ay, you h&ve sho~,m your usual fine grasp 
of this broad subject and have opened the field for many questions on 
almost any asoect of it. 

Who would like to lead off? 

QD~STION: You alluded briefly to the irresponsibility of t1~e oress. 
Could you say a word on .the r~sponsibility for their public~'tions particu- 
larly in respect to columnists, who, at times, make near treasonous state- 

' ments based on inform~tien from the Government which should not have been 
out out? 

, ,  v T : ~ :~ ' ~ r .  "1 ' • .J -  }:~. McY~Lb~±. I agree as to that indictment ~ ~ . . - ,  s o m e  CO±DJDnlS o S .  T 

do not know "chat the ans%er for it .might be. It cannot be dealt v:ith ef- 
fectively by legislation© .If legislation ~is resorted to in one case, it 
can be done ~.n another.. I believe, in the end, that oublic opLnion, as 
slow and confused as ifmay be at times, usually succeeds in reaching a 
right verdict as to ir r e sponsible publications and, in the end, serves 
to discredit them. Many of them are annoying temporarily, but they are 
one of the things that have to be put up with as part of a free press. 

QUESTION: I would like' to ask a rather specific question about the 
cartoonist,. Bill Mauldin~ A s you recall~ he published cartoons Ln '~Stars 
and Stripes" all tl~mough the •war. After t~ie war was over, he wassyndi- 
catsd and published cartoons rather widely throughout the country. I 
understand that now he has pretty much lost his position with his syndi- 
cate, that his s~mdicate has dropped.off to almost nothing. I am in- 
clined to believe it is due to what have been considered to be his rather 
radical_ ideas, Would you mind discussing that particuler problem? I 
think it •refers" to the problem of the columnists deal% with in the ques- 
hion "~" "- ~,us ~ asked° Is it a.question of going against the editorial policies 

' ~ o . "  re~resented by this s~mdicate? of the ~£ers that were ~ 

IV~o ~'icKELWAY: I donlt think so.. lhappen to know the syhdicate° 
There was such a variety of opinionrepresented in. the ' " .... ,~ n ~ , s ~ . , _ p e r s  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 Lnteresting'and 
were followed by the public. But people di~nlt think they were funny. 
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That is the gaiding policy, I v.~ould s~ ~ of the host paToers of the 
cO~untry. It explains something that still is an astonishing fact to a 
good many people. A newspaper will give a full acco~mt of sometn=ns thoJt 
somebody has said or advocated ~vhieh is v@ry unpopular not on~ ~th the 
newspaper but ~/~th the people who read it. The people v;ho read it ~ant 

.... y the nevrspaper prints it. ~ It is the only v~ay to attempt to 
reach this ideal goal of complete objectivity in tellLng people what 
Ina ppe ne d. 

A great deal of the shading in news stories is unconsciously done. 
The reporter's o~m feelings~ his o~m philosophy, his e~,~n beliefs may 
shade v~hat he v,Tites. But his story goes through many hands, and the 
people on the nev~spaper staff who edit it try to take out all of that 
shading or coloring. 

Nou, I ~m speaking of the ideal; I am not speaking of all ne~vspapers 
the United States. Cne exception I can mention here is the Chicago 

Tribune, v~hich is one of the largest and most successfl~l nev~spapers in 
the country. There th@y make very little attempt to toll an objective 
story of vJhat happenedo They play the no~vs and they ~,~rite their news 
according to that nev~-spaper~s policy. ~ They do not attempt to conceal 
that° That is their policy rather than the policy of attempting to put 
the straight facts before the people and letting them m~:e up their ov~n 
minds about what to think of them. 

COLONEL BABCCCK: Are there any questions from the visitors? 

(No response) Are there any questions from the faculty? (No response) 

~,[r. DicKelv~ay you seem to have covered the ground so ~ve!l that they 
canner thir~ of any other questions. 

On behalf of the Co~ndant and the College, we v~sh to thark you 
for giving of your valuable t~me in order to present this ~teresting 
dissertation~ 

(25 June !948--450)S. 
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