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[T]here is no way of evading the fact that liberty is not so much permis
sion as it is the construction of a system of information increasingly inde
pendent of opinion. 

-Walter Lippmann, Liberty and the News' 

After World War I private industry converted wartime technology to 
peacetime use. And they also applied wartime propaganda methods to 
launching peacetime services and products. 

-Edward Bernays, Biography of an Idea' 

THE Great War, as the First World War was known to those who experienced it, is 
regarded as a transformative moment in human history. It marked the end of the 
Western world's faith in the inevitability of human progress; it was the first industrial 
war; the first total war in which civilians as well as combatants were deliberately tar
geted; and it was also the first global information war. 

Propaganda and even psychological warfare are ancient arts that played important 
roles in warfare long before there was a critical vocabulary to describe these activi
ties. During the First World War, however, they were practiced on a scale never before 
imagined as modern technological and organizational knowledge and resources were 
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effectively mobilized to "fight the Hun:' So, effectively, in fact, that after the war, German 
generals and some independent analysts claimed the war was not lost in the trenches 
but in the minds of the German people, who succumbed to British and American 
propaganda. 

The generals were determined that this would never happen again. German author
ities not only mastered propaganda tactics and strategies, they perfected them in the 
next decade and a half. This was not just a defensive effort to determine how things went 
wrong in 1914-1918 and to rectify a strategic knowledge gap; once the Nazis came to 
power, they looked beyond military science to Madison Avenue and Hollywood to cre
ate deadly new forms of spectacle. 

The Allies also reconsidered the propaganda successes of the Great War, some tri
umphantly, others with sober regrets as they reassessed the Faustian powers that they 
had helped to organize and unleash. The most prominent postwar critic of Americas 
wartime propaganda machinery was young Walter Lippmann (1889-1974). A nation
ally prominent figure while still in his early twenties, Lippmann was involved in the 
propaganda effort at multiple levels. First, he was a founding editor of7he New Republic 
magazine, which had strongly advocated U.S. entry into the European war. Second, 
the Wilson administration asked Lippmann to create a plan for a publicity bureau to 
deal with war information, although it did not adopt his plan. Third, Lippmann was the 
youngest member of a secret government group, the Inquiry, which drafted Wilson's 
Fourteen Points, establishing the U.S. terms for ending the hostilities. Some of his word
ing was used in President Wilson's famous speech clarifying the U.S. position. 3 Fourth, 
he served as a captain in the army intelligence unit, the Military Intelligence Branch, 
which wrote propaganda leaflets urging German soldiers to surrender. Fifth, he was 
a strong critic of the propaganda activities of the Committee on Public Information 
(CPI), set up by the Wilson administration to mobilize public support for the war, con
veying his concerns privately to the administration during the war and publicly after 
the Armistice. 

Lippmann was deeply disillusioned by his wartime experience: by the enormous 
success of Americas propaganda efforts, by the suppression of free expression by the 
president that he had so enthusiastically supported, by the administration's decisions 
to deploy the U.S. military to Russia and Siberia to bolster anti-Bolshevik forces dur
ing the Russian Civil War and to deceive the American public about the purposes of 
the invasion, by the administration's mismanagement of negotiations at Versailles, by 
the poor performance of the press during the war and at the peace conference, and by 
his own susceptibility to propaganda. 4 He identified with the so-called lost generation 
of the 1920s and spent the postwar years assessing what had happened to American 
democracy during the war and what it revealed about the nature of public opinion in the 
emerging age of mass communication. 

Woodrow Wilson, celebrated by the French press as "the prince of peace" when he 
arrived at the Versailles peace talks in 1918 and the titular author of the slogan "the 
war to end all war; bears ultimate responsibility for the violence done to language and 
liberty by the new machinery of propaganda.' His deputies; Colonel House, his chief 
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advisor, and George Creel; a former muckraking journalist who headed the CPI, actu
ally implemented ''America's First Propaganda Ministry;' as the CPI was known by 
insiders.' The CPI controlled all domestic U.S. propaganda during the war and devel
oped a vast international network for the distribution of American propaganda that 
extended as far as Russia. 

Under critical fire from the Republican Congress, which suspected the CPI 
was embellishing President Wilson's achievements to advance the interests of the 
Democratic Party, the CPI was abolished immediately after the signing of the Armistice. 
Republican loyalists accused Creel of corruption, patronage, and press censorship, 
which he denied.' To defend himself, as well as the thousands of writers, artists, and 
ordinary citizens who voluntarily participated in the CPI's efforts, Creel quickly pro
duced a book, How We Advertised America (1920), which described in great detail the 
CPI's work, albeit in hyperbolic terms.' Despite Creel's self-promoting bravado, it pro
vides a valuable inventory of the vast scale of the CPI's efforts. 

Most members of the CPI contributed their efforts on a voluntary basis while con
tinuing their regular careers, so that even participants who were sincerely motivated by 
patriotism sometimes found that their government work and their corporate interests 
intersected in opportunistic ways. Some of those opportunities bore immediate fruits, 
but the greatest rewards were harvested in the postwar period when America became 
the media capital of the world. For aspiring "captains of consciousness;' service on the 
CPI was the networking opportunity of a lifetime. It also offered state-of-the-art train
ing in advanced techniques of mass persuasion, as well as privileged access to startling 
evidence of the apparent gullibility of the American public.' 

After the war, many former members of the CPI turned the propaganda skills that 
they had acquired during the war to civilian use by becoming corporate propagan
dists: the term Edward Bernays used openly to describe his activities as late as 1928.10 

In addition to Bernays, who claimed the title of "father of public relations;' other pio
neers of public relations, including Carl Byoir and Arthur Page, were also alumni of 
the CPI, as was John Young, founder of the Young and Rubicam advertisini; agency. 
In less than a century, the corporate propaganda business has gone from a distinctly 
American practice, primarily focused on undermining the labor movement and pro
moting pro-business policies and public attitudes, to a global enterprise that, by one 
estimate, employs as many as four-and-a-half million practitioners.'' This spectacular 
growth led the author of a recent scholarly article to proclaim triumphantly, "We are 
all in PR now."12 

This chapter examines the propaganda of the Great War and its aftermath, which 
created the template for government- and corporate-mediated propaganda that is 
still with us today, albeit in much more technologically advanced forms. Yet, what 
CPI historians James Mock and Cedric Larson wrote in 1939, as America was fac
ing the prospect of another world war, is as true today as it was then: "if another war 
should come to this country, no American would need to read the story of the CPI. 
He would be living it:'" Indeed, it is remarkable how many of the jingoistic propa
ganda techniques that were used in the Great War reappeared in eerily familiar forms 
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in the United States in the immediate aftermath of the 2001 terroristic attacks: tech
niques that continue to fuel Jslamophobia in the United States and Europe today. 
Retrospective examination of this template is useful precisely because it exposes the 
present architecture of our propaganda and promotional culture in a simpler more 
transparent form. In its early incarnation, this template came under intensive postwar 
scrutiny by Congress and regulatory agencies, as well as by critics like Lippmann and 
John Dewey.14 That scrutiny fueled intense interest in propaganda research during the 
interwar period and inspired a national movement to educate citizens to resist propa
ganda." But that movement was terminated by its organizers when it became appar
ent that America was mobilizing to enter the Second World War. When the war was 
over, the animus cultivated by wartime propaganda was rechanneled into Cold War 
hostilities just as hatred of the Hun was immediately transferred to the "Red Peril" 
after the First World War. 

The application of "wartime propaganda methods to launching peacetime services 
and products" has continued without interruption since the Great War. Creel proudly 
claimed that the CPI elevated advertising to the status of a respectable profession. 
Although Walter Lippmann did not share Creel's enthusiasm and would certainly not 
have bestowed the mantle of professionalism upon advertising, he did not object to 
advertising as long as it was not advertising disguised as news. Public relations is adver
tising disguised as news; as such, it violates the tenets of information transparency 
upon which Lippmann believed a workable democracy depends. It contaminates news 
at its source. 

Few writers of clear, luminous, critical prose have been subjected to as much mis
interpretation as Lippmann. His propaganda critique has been inverted in ways that 
obscure its critical power and its continuing relevance. His near contemporaries, 
Bernays and political scientist Harold Lasswell, co-opted Lippmann's analysis and 
turned his critique of propaganda into an apology for it. Their inversion was widely 
accepted, and it continues to be reproduced and amplified by media critics and schol
ars today. 16 

To fairly grasp Lippmann's intent, it is necessary to return his argument to the his
torical context in which it originated, to carefully attend to his use oflanguage, and to 
position Lippmann's propaganda critique in relation to the broader objectives of his 
larger body of work. To achieve these ends, the chapter will ( 1) describe the U.S. govern
ment's propaganda efforts during the Great War in some detail; (2) review Lippmann's 
wartime experience, which was the immediate impetus for his interest in propaganda 
and public opinion; (3) examine the development of Lippmann's propaganda critique by 
focusing primarily on two early efforts, Liberty and the News ( 1919-1920) and ''A Test of 
the News:' co-authored with Charles Merz ( 1920), which were essential, but frequently 
neglected, stepping stones to Lippmann's great theoretical synthesis, Public Opinion 
(1922); and (4) briefly attempt to counter a few of the many layers of misunderstanding 
that have accumulated around Lippmann's work. 
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THE GREAT WAR AND THE COMMITTEE ON 

PUBLIC INFORMATION 

The Spanish-American War (1898) is known as the "newspaper war" because flamboy
ant publisher William Randolph Hearst claimed credit for producing it. Hearst exag
gerated, but that war did demonstrate that when nationalism, capitalism, and modern 
communication technologies work together, they can produce very effective war 
machines. Those responsible for planning America's entry into the Great War sought to 
ensure total cooperation among these forces. 

Woodrow Wilson ran for reelection in 1916 on the slogan, "He kept us out of war." 
A month after his inauguration, the president told a joint session of Congress that "the 
world must be made safe for democracy" and asked that body to approve a declaration 
of war against Germany, which it did on April 6, 1917. Wilson's advisors encouraged 
him to form a panel of prominent citizens, intellectuals, and journalists to oversee war 
information, but he rejected this plan. A week after the declaration, George Creel, man
ager of Wilson's campaign publicity and a longtime supporter, was appointed chairman 
of the CPI. He later described the CPI's charge as 

the fight for the minds of men, for the "conquest of their convictions" ... the 
battle-line ran through every home in every country .... What we had to have was 
no mere surface unity, but a passionate belief in the justice of America's cause that 
should weld the people of the United States together into one white-hot mass instinct 
with fraternity, devotion, courage and deathless determination.17 

Creel's industrial metaphor is telling: totalitarian in conception, it views the public as 
raw material to be reengineered to the CPI's specifications. 

In addition to Creel, the president also appointed the Secretary of State, the Secretary 
of War, and the Secretary of the Navy to the CPI. According to Secretary of State Robert 
Lansing, however, with the president's approval, "Mr. Creel soon assumed all authority 
and ran the Office of Public Information in accordance with his own ideas:'" In effect, 
the CPI preempted the State Department's public diplomacy role. 

Claiming that the generals were clamoring for censorship of the press, Creel framed 
himself, disingenuously, as a champion of the free press. 19 Instead of government cen
sorship, imposed by the generals, he advised "voluntary" media self-censorship, based 
on guidelines created by the CPI. Similarly, he declared that the CPI would not practice 
propaganda "as the Germans defined it, but propaganda in the true sense of the word, 
meaning the 'propagation of faith: "20 But the president also created a Censorship 
Board and appointed Creel to it. The dual role allowed him to claim disingenuously 
that CPI's censorship was voluntary, but his membership on the Censorship Board 
gave Creel the authority to request that the justice Department bar any publication 
from the mails. 21 
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The power of the CPI was further augmented by a series of immediate, but unre
lated, presidential proclamations directed at enemy aliens, primarily unnaturalized 
German immigrants. Congress also enacted emergency laws, including the Espionage 
Act, the Trading-with-the-Enemy Act, and the Sedition Act, which made it a crime 
for anyone to criticize the president, Congress, the government, the constitution, the 
military, or the flag. 22 Thousands of aliens were deported and hundreds of people, 
including Eugene Debs, Max Eastman, Scott Nearing, and radical labor leader "Big 
Bill" Haywood, were arrested and prosecuted for violations that carried sentences of 
up to twenty years. 

The CPI itself had two major sections, Domestic and Foreign, with each having at 
least two dozen divisions within it. The immediate goal of the Domestic section was to 
convert or suppress opponents of the war, especially German Americans who might 
harbor sympathy for their mother country; Irish Americans because Ireland was 
neutral and the Irish were agitating for separation from Britain; African Americans, 
despite a pledge by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) to support the war, since many were rightly skeptical about Wilson's crusade 
to make the "world safe for democracy" when they had yet to experience democracy at 
home; and pacifists, socialists, and labor groups who saw the conflict as the "Capitalists' 
War:'23 The CPI soon penetrated every aspect of American life, using every available 
form of media, recruiting artists, writers, scholars, journalists, cartoonists, the film 
and advertising industries, clergy, school teachers, citizen volunteers, women's clubs, 
and virtually anyone who had access to an audience, however small. School teachers 
were provided with suggested lesson plans. Radical professors were purged from uni
versities.24 The foreign-born were pressured to buy war bonds to prove their loyalty, 
and the CPI helped establish loyalty leagues among members of every ethnic group of 
European extraction. 

If "truth is the first casualty of war;' language is its weapon. For example, war under
taken in the name of peace led the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace to sus
pend its mission and turn over its facilities and personnel to the government for the 
duration. Churches celebrated "War Sunday:'zs The CPI strategy of producing central
ized guidelines for shaping uniform public opinion was emulated by some states and 
municipalities, and many private groups conducted their own patriotic campaigns, 
including the Red Cross, YMCA, Salvation Army, Knights of Columbus, the Jewish 
Welfare Board, and others, thus producing a multiplier effect. Some localities outlawed 
teaching German, speaking German in public, and performing German music; sauer
kraut was renamed "liberty cabbage" and hamburgers "liberty sandwiches:' The CPI 
recruited more than 75,000 volunteers to serve as Four-Minute Men, who gave talks 
promoting the war effort in movie theaters and other gathering places. It provided them 
with outlines for major themes, a list of "important points for all speakers:' and "sug
gestions for opening words and phrases:'26 At first, the CPI advised the Four-Minute 
Men to stick to the facts, but, by 1918, they were encouraged to use atrocity stories.27 The 
Speakers Division and the Four-Minute Men effectively achieved the uniformity and 
reach of mass communication before radio broadcasting.28 



"THE WORLD'S GREATEST ADVENTURE IN ADVERTISING" 307 
-------------------- --------------

The Division of Advertising urged patriotic publishers to donate advertising space 
to the war effort, and, by war's end, eight hundred publishers of newspapers, maga
zines, trade papers, and other publications had donated space. Billboards, streetcars, 
post offices-virtually every place the public gathered-displayed CPI materials, and 
every form of mass entertainment promoted patriotic unity. The Division of Cartoons, 
for example, issued a weekly Bulletin for Cartoonists that coordinated the work of the 
nation's cartoonists; it identified desirable themes and specific messages that the car
toons should carry. 29 Traveling war expositions held exhibits in all the major cities. The 
Division of Films produced propaganda films, and the major film stars of the day
Theda Bara, Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, and Mary Pickford-energetically 
promoted the purchase of Liberty Bonds, illustrating the emerging power of celebrity 
testimonials. Export licensing agreements enabled the CPI to ban export of gangster 
films, which presented negative images of America, and, more importantly, the CPI 
required that when any American film was shown abroad, a CPI propaganda film had 
to be shown with it.30 

Every news item was censored "at the source, in transit, or in the newspaper office 
in accordance with 'voluntary' rules issued by the CPJ:"1 The war was presented to the 
public the way the CPI wanted it pictured: sanitized, with heroic allies fending off a 
brutal aggressor. In some instances, Creel invented inspiring news stories; a few were 
exposed, giving coinage to the term "creeling;' which meant Washington hot air. 32 The 
News Division produced a daily newspaper, The Official Bulletin. This was the presi
dent's idea, initially opposed by Creel. Wilson had long been critical of the press, even 
though coverage of him had been generally positive. He thought the press focused on 
trivial matters, and he avoided contact with reporters as much as possible. The Bulletin 
was his own, largely successful, attempt to set the agenda for the press. The CPI achieved 
a virtual monopoly over information resources, and, as Mock and Larson note, "unifor
mity of testimony is convincing:'33 

The CPI did its work "so well that there was a burning eagerness to believe, to con
form, to feel the exaltation of joining in a great selfless enterprise."34 The end of the war 
did not immediately bring an end to the emotionally driven patriotism that the CPI 
had aroused: during the Red Scare of 1919-1920, many loyalists simply transferred 
their fury to the Bolsheviks, anarchists, and the labor movement. Republican reaction 
against the excesses of the CPI contributed to the defeat of the Covenant of the League of 
Nations in the U.S. Senate, so that, even though Wilson won a Nobel Peace Prize for pro
posing it, the United States never joined the League and the Peace Treaty was not ratified 
by the United States until after Wilson left office. 

1 

What Creel had created was, as he was quick to announce in 1920, "the world's great
est adventure in advertising:'" President Wilson agreed, commending Creel's work 
as "well done, admirably well done," adding, "I have followed what you have done 
throughout and have approved it, and I want you to know how truly grateful I am:' 36 

Creel remained active in Democratic politics and was rewarded with an appointment 
as chairman of the National Advisory Board of the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA) in 1935. 
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WALTER LIPPMANN: PROPAGANDIST 

AND PROPAGANDA CRITIC 

By the time he was twenty-six, Walter Lippmann had published three books and had 
become a founding editor of The New Republic, and Theodore Roosevelt had proclaimed 
him to be "the most brilliant young man of his age in all of the United States:'" Through 
The New Republic, he developed a relationship with Colonel House, the president's chief 
advisor. Shortly after the United States entered the war, Lippmann was appointed an 
assistant to Secretary of War Newton Baker; five months later, he was appointed to the 
Inquiry, the secret group that developed the U.S. terms for the Armistice, including 
Wilson's Fourteen Points; once that work was nearing completion, he was appointed a 
captain in the army's Military Intelligence Branch (MIB), and, four months later, he was 
appointed to Colonel House's staff in Paris to prepare for the treaty negotiations. Before 
the negotiations began, however, President Wilson decided to lead the peace delegation 
himself and replaced House with Secretary of State Robert Lansing. Lippmann's war ser
vice was complete at that point, and he returned home in December 1918. 

After the war, he had a long, eventful, distinguished, and quite singular career as 
America's most influential journalist, public philosopher, author of ten major books, 
and advisor to every U.S. president from Theodore Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson.38 He 
was offered chairs at Harvard and the University of Chicago, and the presidency of the 
University of North Carolina, but remained a journalist and author until his death in 
1974. He received numerous honors, both at home and abroad, including knighthood in 
the French Legion of Honor. 

Lippmann's brief career as an army propagandist started auspiciously but, in the end, 
consisted of writing leaflets urging German and Austrian soldiers to surrender. It began, 
however, with an appointment to serve as the American observer to the Inter-allied 
Propaganda Board conference in London, where he was also to act as an official rep
resentative of the Inquiry and as the unofficial ears of Colonel House. Lippmann 
took these assignments seriously and made inquiries with authorities in London and 
Paris about U.S. propaganda abroad. He learned that both British authorities and 
the American Embassy in Paris were very unhappy with Creel's propaganda work in 
Europe, complaining that the staff knew nothing about European journalism or politics. 
Lippmann reported his findings to House, who in turn reported them to the president 
Wilson was not pleased, but his ire was directed at Lippmann, not Creel. The president 
wrote Secretary of War Newton Baker, "I have a high opinion of Lippmann, but I am 
very jealous in the matter of propaganda .... I want to keep the matter of publicity in my 
own hands:'" He also instructed House that Lippmann was to ask no more questions 
about the CPI's work in Europe. 

In addition to writing leaflets, Lippmann also interviewed German prisoners of war 
to assess the effects of propaganda on them, finding that few prisoners could articu
late the causes of the war or German war aims. Struck by the fact that combatants were 



"THE WORLD'S GREATEST ADVENTURE IN ADVERTISING" 309 

willing to risk their lives for a cause they did not seem to understand, this experience 
was a significant source of Lippmann's interest in how people acquire information and 
form opinions about public affairs.40 

Lippmann's judgment-and history's-is that the U.S. peace mission to Versailles, as 
well as the American reporters who covered the negotiations, performed poorly. The 
rigidly idealistic Wilson was no match for the realpolitiks of his British and French 
counterparts. Lippmann would spend the next several years trying to make sense of 
the carnage that sent more than I 00,000 American servicemen to their deaths in a war 
fought in the name of peace. 

"IMPASSIONED NONSENSE" 

In 1955, Lippmann looked back at the war to end all wars and attributed the failure to 
develop a workable peace to the "impassioned nonsense" that made "public opinion 
so envenomed that the people would not countenance a workable peace:'" Lippmann 
did, of course, bear some responsibility for the impassioned nonsense that he later 
condemned. 

At Colonel House's request, he submitted a plan for a wartime "publicity bureau:'" At 
least two other plans were submitted to the administration: one by President Wilson's for
mer student, journalist David Lawrence; the other, also at House's request, by foreign cor
respondent Arthur Bullard. Nevertheless, George Creel would later claim that the CPI 
was entirely his idea." It was, however, Bullard's ambitious plan to "electrify public opin
ion:' described in his short book, Mobilising America (1917), that won the administra
tion's favor. Evangelical in tone and intent, it became the model for the CPl.44 Lippmann 
submitted his plan on April 12, 1917, one day before the president created the CPI and 
appointed Creel chairman. Whatever Lippmann may have thought of Bullard's plan, 
Creel's appointment was a bitter disappointment. Lippmann had recommended that war
time censorship be put in the hands of people possessing "real democratic sympathY:'" 

As early as March 1919, Lippmann began to publicly express his concerns about war
time censorship and propaganda in articles in The New Republic, which were collected 
into a short book, The Political Scene (1919): 

During this war the deliberate manufacture of opinion both for export and home 
consumption has reached the proportions of a major industrial operation. This is not 
the place, nor is it yet possible without breach of confidence to discuss international 
propaganda freely. But some day the technic must be investigated if the judgments of 
the people are to escape persistent exploitation. When the story is told, it will cover 
a range of subjects extending from legal censorship to the reptile press, from willful 
fabrication to the purchase of writers, from outright subsidy to the award of ribbons. 
It will include entertainment, and a vast amount of simulated snobbishness, and the 
right way of conducting sightseeing tours. The art of befuddlement engages able men 
and draws large appropriations." 
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By September 1919, however, Lippmann apparently felt free to speak out. In an article in 
The New Republic, he wrote, "One of the great calamities of our part in the war was the 
character of American propaganda in Europe." He continued with a pointed reference 
to Creel: "It was as if an imp had devised it to thwart every purpose Mr. Wilson was sup
posed to entertain. The general tone of it was one of unmitigated brag accompanied by 
unmitigated gullibility .... The outfit which was abroad 'selling the war to Europe' (the 
phrase is not my own) gave shell-shocked Europe to understand that a rich bumpkin 
had come to town with his pockets bulging and no desire except to please:'47 

Lippmann began his critical investigations of the "technic" of propaganda by focus

ing primarily on "the reptile press": those reporters, editors, and publishers who betray 
the trust that democratic theory places in them. In collaboration with Charles Merz, 
Lippmann conducted a pioneering study of the New York Times coverage of the Russian 
Revolution, which was remarkably sophisticated methodologically for the time: so 
much so that it was frequently cited by Charles Merriam, founder and first president of 
the Social Science Research Council, as an exemplar of the kind of empirical work social 
scientists might aspire to produce in the future. 48 

Merz had served in the military intelligence propaganda unit with Lippmann in 
France and was the Washington editor of The New Republic. He would later work with 
Lippmann again at the New York World, but he spent most of his career at the New York 
Times. "A Test of the News" was published as a special forty-two-page supplement of the 
New Republic in August 1920. 

While working on the collaborative project with Merz, Lippmann also published 
two essays in the Atlantic Monthly, in 1919, on censorship, propaganda, and the news. 
He added an introductory essay and published them as Liberty and the News in 1920. 
The proximity of these two efforts is important because in ''A Test" Lippmann and Merz 
were practicing the kind of work Lippmann advocated in Liberty and the News: testing 
the credibility of statements against facts, monitoring word usage for words "charged with 
emotion:' applying rigorous logic and laws of probability, assessing the quantitative sig
nificance of facts, and exercising self-critical awareness of the limits of the available data. 49 

These two projects focus on news production, assessing the quality of information 
supplied by the news system. Lippmann's Public Opinion would revisit and amplify 
many of the ideas developed in 1919-1920, but that book's original contribution would 
be its examination of news reception and the formation of public opinion. 

"A TEST OF THE NEWS" 

''A Test" is more than twice as long as Liberty, but it is much easier for the reader, who is 
unfamiliar with Lippmann's other writings, to fully grasp because it is tightly focused 
methodologically and substantively. Lippmann and Merz analyze the New York Times 
coverage of Russia from March 1917 to March 1920, more than a thousand issues of the 
newspaper, reviewing all of the news items (more than 3,000) about Russia. Lippmann 



"THE WORLD'S GREATEST ADVENTURE IN ADVERTISING" 311 

and Merz selected the Times because they considered it "one of the really great news
papers of the world;' with resources to independently cover international news.5° They 
chose the Russian Revolution both "because of its intrinsic importance'' and because it 
"aroused the kind of passions which tests most seriously the objectivity of reporting:'" 
The revolution occurred at a crucial point in the war, when the United States was consid
ering entering the conflict, and it raised a critical question for the Allies: would Russia 
continue to fight the Germans on the eastern front? 

Lippmann and Merz make it clear that they had no illusions that any definitive 
account of the Russian Revolution exists or is ever likely to exist and that they make no 
attempt to "contrast the news accounts with any other account which pretends to be 
the 'real truth' or the 'true truth: "52 Rather, the reliability of the news is tested agaihst 
a few "definite and reliable events about which there is no dispute;' including that the 
offensive of the Russian army under the Kerensky government in July 1917 was a failure; 
that the provisional government was overthrown by the Soviets in November 1917; that 
the Soviets made a separate peace with Germany in March 1918; that the campaigns of 
Kolchak, Denikin, and Yudenitch failed; and that the Soviet government remained in 
power in March 1920.53 

Lippmann maintained that the function of the news is to "allow mankind to live suc
cessfully toward the future:"• Consistent with this premise, the only question ''A Test" 
asked was "whether the reader of the news was given a picture of various phases of the 
revolution which survived the test of events, or whether he was misled into believing 
that the outcome of events would be radically different from the actual outcome:'" 
Lippmann and Merz eliminated issues such as the question of atrocities and discussions 
of the virtues and defects of the Soviet system from their sample because "disinterested 
observers furnish contradictory accounts:'" Under such circumstances, they contend 
no newspaper can be expected to produce reliable accounts. They focus on news items, 
not editorials, although they found that the wall that supposedly separated news and 
editorials was routinely breached in the Times coverage of Russia. 

Lippmann and Merz offer both qualitative and quantitative analyses of their data. For 
example, on the important question of whether the Soviet government would last, they 
show that the Times consistently misled its readers with "false news:'57 At the conclusion 
of the study, Soviet rule had lasted for twenty-nine months, yet, throughout that period, 
the Times reported that "the Soviets are about to collapse, or have collapsed, or will col
lapse within a few weeks:'ss Lippmann and Merz found that the claim that the Soviet 
regime could not last was "one of the most insistent of all themes in the news of Russia:' 
Between November 1917 and November 1919, they found ninety-one articles "explicitly 
reporting" an "early break up" of the Soviet system.59 

They point out that, at times during this period, the dangers of"the Red Peril momen
tarily overshadows the conception of Soviet power as an institution verging on collapse;' 
but the recurring major theme is "Soviet impermanency:'00 For each category and sub
category of news reports that Lippmann and Merz examine, they provide similar quan
titative analysis of the themes of news items, but they also attend to the use of loaded 
words like "Red Peril;' especially when they appear in captions. 
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The overall conclusion is that the news was "dominated by the hopes of the men who 
composed the news organization:' It was "a case of seeing not what was, but what men 
wished to see:'" Lippmann and Merz contend that "the chief censor and the chief propa
gandist were hope and fear in the minds of the reporters and editors:'62 They wanted to 
win the war and see bolshevism defeated; this led them to tamely submit to the external 
censorship imposed during the war and to continue to generate anti-Soviet propaganda 
after the CPI was abolished 

Lippmann and Merz identify some of the practices that contributed to the Times fail
ure to pass the severe "test of the news" that the Russian Revolution posed. The Times 
was seriously misled by reliance on official sources of information, whether govern
ments, circles around governments, or leaders of political movements. Use of anony
mous sources also produced unreliable information. Some correspondents proved 
totally untrustworthy because they became partisans of various causes. The "time hon
ored tradition" of protecting the news against editorials broke down as "the Russian 
policy of the editors of the Times profoundly and crassly influenced the news columns:' 
The news, both in emphasis and choice of captions, represented a "blatant intrusion of 
an editorial bias:'63 

If a great newspaper like the Times failed so miserably under pressures of internal and 
external censorship and propaganda, Lippmann and Merz reasoned, then lesser papers 
probably performed much worse. Lippmann and Merz called for fundamental reforms, 
appealing to the newspaper guild to impose codes of honor comparable to those that law 
and medical societies use to regulate their members' conduct. They also urged citizens' 
groups to monitor and criticize the press and to become centers of resistance to abuses 
of the information system. 

"A Test" was a far more effective indictment of the CPI than Lippmann's polemics 
against Creel, however well warranted they may have been. Both in ambition and execu
tion, it remains a very impressive piece of research. Reviewing "A Test" in 2002, commu
nication researcher Hanno Hardt maintained that "the work remains an extraordinary 
study, even by today's standards:'"' 

According to sources close to Merz, "A Test" brought "epochal results. The Times acted 
vigorously" to change its reporting system and, in doing so, "led a nationwide improve
ment in international reporting."65 Merz was in a position to know, as he was hired as an 
editorial writer by the Times in 1931 and served as editor of the editorial page from 1938 
until he retired in 1961. 

Yet, as we know, the Times failed the test of news again in another situation that 
"aroused the passions'': the run-up to the 2003 U.S. invasion oflraq. In a May 2004 edi
torial, the Times reviewed that coverage and acknowledged its "lack of rigorous cov
erage" and its reliance on faulty sources-Iraqi exiles eager for regime change.66 Three 
months later, Americas other elite national newspaper, the Washington Post followed 
suit with its own acknowledgment of its failures to adequately cover the run-up to the 
war and to challenge questionable information about weapons of mass destruction pro
vided by official sources.67 These failures were amplified by the fact that many newspa
pers throughout the nation relied on syndicated news services of these papers, especially 
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the Times. In our time, unlike Lippmann's, however, most Americans get most of their 
news from television, not newspapers. If newspapers performed poorly, it is fair to say 
that television did much worse. CNN's top war correspondent, Christiane Amanpour, 
admitted that CNN practiced self-censorship during the Iraq War: "the press was muz
zled;' she said, "and I think the press self-muzzled." She continued, "Certainly televi
sion and, perhaps, to a certain extent, my station was intimidated by the administration 
and its foot soldiers at Fox News:' Amanpour maintained that, on the question of weap
ons of mass destruction, "it looks like this was disinformation at the highest levels:''' 
Numerous studies are now available of the propaganda campaigns undertaken by the 
Bush administration and by the U.S. military to promote the wars in Afghanistan and 
lraq.69 The CPI relied largely on patriotic volunteers to do its work; today, however, the 
U.S. government outsources that work to global public relations companies and other 
private contractors who are paid lucrative retainers.70 

LIBERTY AND THE NEWS 

Liberty and the News is a small book with very large implications. Any attempt to sum
marize it, including this one, is destined to fail to fully probe its depths, which is why it 
rightly deserves to be considered a classic. But because I argue that interpretations of 
Lippmann's argument have suffered almost as greatly in the hands of his admirers as his 
detractors, summary is necessary to establish that we share relatively similar points of 
departure. Wherever possible, the summary is presented in Lippmann's own words. 

Lippmann maintains that, when the press mobilized for war, it abdicated its primary 
responsibility: to report the facts and tell the truth. The mobilization of the news system 
did not end with the Armistice: since the war, "the manufacture of consent" has become 
"an unregulated private enterprise:'" That is, the war demonstrated the propagandizing 
power of the press and publishers are now using that power to advance their own inter
ests. The work of reporters is "confused with the work of preachers, revivalists, proph
ets, and agitators:'n At a time when citizens have to deal with more complex questions 
than ever before, the news system is failing them. This failure has produced a crisis of 
democracy, which is also a crisis of journalism because, in a democracy, channels for 
the dissemination of news should be "common carriers:· When those who control these 
channels use them to advance their own views, "democracy is unworkable. Public opin
ion is blockaded:'73 The newspaper is "the bible of democracy, the book out of which a 
people determines its conduct:'74 Therefore, the "task of selecting and ordering ... news 
is one of the truly sacred and priestly offices in a democracy ... the power to determine 
each day what shall seem important and what shall be neglected is a power unlike any 
that has been exercised since the Pope lost his hold on the secular mind:'75 Lippmann 
offers tentative suggestions for reform that are intended to make journalism worthy of its 
high calling but surrounds these recommendations with many qualifiers. They include 
"making the validity of the news our ideal"; ensuring "as impartial an investigation of 
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facts as humanly possible"; documenting every article and making false documentation 
illegal; publishing the names of all staff members to ensure accountability; retracting any 
false reports quickly; establishing courts of honor in which publishers would be required 
to appear if they published reports that injured someone through misrepresentation; and 
supporting the development of an independent journalism that can set a higher standard 
for the commercial press, better education for reporters, and more public recognition of 
the important role journalists play in a democracy.76 The goal is "disinterested" report
ing: the journalist should serve "no cause, no matter how good:'77 Lippmann acknowl
edges he is offering "a counsel of perfection;' given the present state of knowledge.78 To 
advance that knowledge, he recommends creating "political observatories": indepen
dent research centers, institutes, and university research facilities that can assist in the 
difficult task of separating "fact" from "opinion" because, in a democracy based on pub
lic opinion, "liberty is not so much permission as it is the construction of a system of 
information increasingly independent of opinion:'79 Lippmann begins the last sentence 
of the book by claiming, "We shall advance when we have learned humility ... "80 

Liberty and the News has been lauded as a seminal contribution to journalism studies. 
Some of the reforms Lippmann recommended have become standard practice in news
rooms. Yet, what most journalists and journalism educators, presumably Lippmann's 
target audience, take away from the book represents, at best a partial reading, in both 
senses of the word, if not a misreading ofhis message. They reduce Lippmann's complex 
argument to facile advocacy for what media critics call the "professional ideology" or 
"strategic ritual" of journalistic objectivity.81 In doing so, journalism ignores Lippmann's 
warning that there is "no panacea" for the problems that he diagnoses, as well as his 
counsel that the appropriate journalistic ethos is humility, given that "news comes from 
a distance; it comes helter-skelter, in inconceivable confusion; it deals with matters that 
are not easily understood; it arrives and is assimilated by busy and tired people, who 
must take what is given to them:'82 In short, it is "complex and slipperY:'" Conversely, 
most apologists for journalistic objectivity present that construct as a panacea, a cure-all 
secured in naive realism, which they assert with an authority that borders on hubris. 

Journalistic objectivity offers no significant protection against the "manufacture of 
consent" by those who control the common carriers of the information. Recent history 
testifies to that. The professional ideology of journalistic objectivity is actually part of 
"the fighting apparatus" of journalism." It functions as a defense of what Lippmann 
called "plebiscite autocracy or government by newspapers;• which was the source 
of the "crisis in journalism" that his argument was intended to expose and oppose.85 

Journalistic objectivity is power-knowledge designed to protect the interests of the news 
industry by deflecting criticism as, for example, when Rupert Murdoch's News Corp 
cynically deploys the slogan "fair and balanced" to describe Fox News, which has long 
had close ties to the Republican Party. For the reporter on the beat, journalistic objectiv
ity is, at best, a useful fiction that partially represses the potentially paralyzing episte
mological dilemma Lippmann identified. This fiction is, however, also a primary source 
of the cynicism that corrupts journalism: the "cynicism of the trade;· which Lippmann 
claims, "needs to be abandoned:'" 
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Lippmann was no naive realist. Liberty and the News is actually an argument against 
that philosophical stance. Lippmann's approach to observation, method, truth-telling, 
and science is grounded in pragmatism and humanism." He makes this clear in a cru
cially important but frequently overlooked passage where he asserts that, in a world 
where divine providence has lost its authority, "men are critically aware of how their pur
poses are special to their age, their locality, their interests, and their limited knowledge:'" 
For Lippmann, then, human purpose and knowledge are social constructs. He may 
be unduly optimistic in estimating how deeply critical awareness has penetrated the 
American psyche, but that optimism was widely shared by humanistic philosophers and 
social scientists when Lippmann wrote these words. 

Lippmann affirms the social genesis of knowledge and is particularly attentive to 
the social constraints, processes, and structures that influence news production. As 
a pragmatist, he recognizes that news is made, not discovered: that it is selected and 
constructed from the raw material that enters the newsroom, "an incredible medley 
of fact, propaganda, rumor, suspicion, clues, hopes, and fears:'89 Even when a reporter 
directly witnesses an event, Lippmann points out that it is always from some vantage 
point: the reporter's report is "perspectival;' to borrow a term from the social theorist 
Karl Mannheim, a near contemporary of Lippmann, who offered a similar account of 
the sociology of knowledge.90 It should be noted that, since arrogance and elitism are 
often ascribed to Lippmann, when he described the limits of human knowledge and 
counseled humility, he always included himself within the circle of the limited in need 
of humility. 

Because the material that editors have to work with is so fraught with uncertainty, 
they exercise a grave responsibility in determining which "perspectives" will become 
news. This is why Lippmann ascribes such an elevated status to the gatekeepers of the 
news system: why he claims that "selecting and ordering news is one of the truly sacred 
tasks in democracY:''1 He recognizes that there are no unmediated reports of events. The 
standards that editors use to assess the credibility of reports are social and provisional. 
Yet, the trust democratic theory places in these gatekeepers borders on the suprahuman. 
This is a conundrum that would continue to vex Lippmann in Public Opinion ( 1922) and 
The Phantom Public (1925). 

To read Lippmann without reference to the pragmatic philosophical groundings on 
which his argument rests is to miss the heart of the matter: the problem ofliberty. Such 
readings render the second chapter, "What Modern Liberty Means;' largely superfluous. 
Here, Lippmann examines the rationales for the universalistic claims of two classic and 
one (then) contemporary defenses of free expression, the treatises of John Milton, John 
Stuart Mill, and Bertrand Russell. Lippmann finds all of these defenses deficient because 
each contains a "weasel clause;' which restricts some form of expression that the author 
finds objectionable. For Milton, it is Catholicism; for Mill, it is expression that threatens 
social order; and for Russell, it is "possessive impulses:'" Lippmann concludes: "Liberty 
is to be permitted where differences are of no great moment:' When people feel safe, 
"heresy is cultivated as the spice oflife;' but in times of war or revolution, when people 
feel threatened, liberty disappears.93 
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None of these great theories of liberty provided any protection against the censor
ship and propaganda of the Great War, and, Lippmann maintains, they cannot protect 
American democracy in the future. He establishes that liberty is not secured by any uni
versal principle. It is social and provisional: a contingent value. It is liberty for some
thing: to secure some socially valued purpose. 

As he conceives it in Liberty and the News, that purpose, in a democracy based upon 
public opinion, is "furnishing of a healthy environment in which human judgment and 
inquiry can most successfully organize human life:'94 Conversely he warns, "There can 
be no liberty for a community which lacks the information by which to detect lies:'95 

That is why he calls for the creation of some reasonably transparent standards for assess
ing the credibility of statements about public affairs to provide reporters and editors 
with guidelines for deciding what to classify as "fact" and what to treat as "opinion;' 
so that they can be held publicly accountable when they knowingly lie. Yet he is aware 
that identifying such standards poses a philosophical problem that journalists cannot 
solve. This is why he calls for the creation of political observatories and expresses the 
hope that, in the future, scholars might develop "an organon of news reporting:'" In the 
meantime, he advises personal courage: "willingness to be fired rather than write what 
you do not believe:'" 

The term "fact" remains problematic in Lippmann's formulation; in practice, he seems 
to apply it, without significant qualifiers, to events like sports, elections, the speed of 
transatlantic flights, where there are unambiguous outcomes, but it gets murkier else
where in his text. Like many other writers who struggle with this problem, he finds it 
easier to identify lies than to establish firmaments for truth. Conversely, Lippmann's 
use of the terms "objective" and "objectivity" is actually fairly straightforward in ''A Test 
of the News" and Liberty and the News. Objective means external to the reporter: evi
dence that exists outside of the head of a reporter or eyewitness. Objectivity refers to a 
nonpartisan or "disinterested" approach to knowledge: not representing any organized 
"interest;' political party, corporation, union, religion, or the like. His later uses of this 
term would not, however, be as straightforward or consistent." Lippmann frequently 
acknowledged his own inconsistencies, explaining that as he learned more or con
fronted new problems, he sought to correct past errors in his thinking." But in these 
two early works, Lippmann's concept of objectivity is social, based on consensus: in ''A 
Test of the News," for example, the reliability of the news is tested against a few "definite 
and reliable events about which there is no dispute:' 100 Lippmann remains a pragmatist 
here: news, like other forms of knowledge, is social and provisional; "truth'' is communi
tarian, Peircean, a normative standard worth pursuing.101 As pieces of the puzzle are put 
in place over time, a fuller picture appears. In other words, "truth" is a work in progress. 

Lippmann was profoundly aware of the roles emotion and irrationality play in human 
thought; as he noted in A Preface to Politics (1913): "all the light and shadow of senti
ment and passion play even about the syllogism."102 He recognized that human thought 
is an inseparable mix of reason, impulse, dreams, myths, hopes, fears, and stereotypes. 
He had few illusions about the human capacity to achieve "real truth;' "true truth," or 
complete objectivity about public affairs, as he would demonstrate more conclusively 
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in Public Opinion and The Phantom Public. Historian John Patrick Diggins is right in 
asserting that Lippmann anticipated the problem of postmodernism. 103 Much of the 
misinterpretation of his work is a result of its reception by moderns. 

In Liberty and the News, Lippmann does not formally spell out the triadic relation
ship, which he later develops to explain how people make sense of events and react to 
them, but the elements of the theory are there: a person (1) observes the scene of an 
action, (2) forms a picture of that action in her mind, and (3) responds to the picture 
rather than to the action itself. 

According to Lippmann, propagandists try to rig the sense-making processes by 
manufacturing "pseudo-environments" and inserting them into step 2 of the process 
to manipulate the pictures people form in their heads: in his words, "propagandists and 
censors put a painted screen where there should be a window to the world."104 The task 
of the news editor, who meets the challenge of democracy, as Lippmann conceived it in 
1919-1920, is to apply the best available standards of credibility to identify propaganda 
and eliminate it from the news flow. That is, the competent editor increases the probabil
ity that the reader sees more window than screen. Lippmann has no Faustian illusion 
about the possibility of ever producing fully transparent windows to the world. At best, 
what may emerge is" construction of a system of information increasingly independent of 
opinion:' It should be strongly emphasized that this is also Lippmann's definition of "lib
erty" appropriate to a democracy based upon public opinion.105 

Although Liberty and the News may be open to multiple good-faith interpretations, 
no serious reader of the book can justly claim that it is antidemocratic-that Lippmann 
is advocating rather than opposing the manufacture of consent by governments or pri
vate interests or that Lippmann is calling for governance by the experts who would staff 
his political observatories. Yet all of these views have been imputed to Lippmann by crit
ics and even some apparent admirers of his work. Reading Lippmann's diagnosis as pre
scriptive rather than descriptive, they have inverted and perverted his argument against 
censorship and propaganda. In 1955, Lippmann himself affirmed, "I am a liberal demo
crat and have no wish to disenfranchise my fellow citizens:'106 

''A Test" and Liberty are attempts to rescue and restore American democracy by iden
tifying and providing strategies for coping with its fundamental weakness: that liberty 
does not rest on a secure foundation. Throughout his life, Lippmann continued to seek 
firmer grounds for legitimating American democracy and to advocate for educational 
reforms that he believed could better prepare Americans to exercise their civic duties 
because, as he warned in Liberty, to deny the educability of"the mass of men" is to deny 
democracy and "to seek salvation in dictatorship:'107 

Nearly a century has passed since Lippmann diagnosed the twin crises of democracy. 
These crises not only remain unresolved, but they have been compounded by subse
quent developments. Information has been liquefied and more fully commodified, its 
instantaneous electronic transfer has integrated the global economy, digital and satel
lite communications have vastly expanded the reach of both governmental and private 
propagandists, a handful of enormous international communication conglomerates 
now control most of the world's media, the business models of newspaper and book 
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publishers have collapsed, and the spectacular growth of the global public relations 
industry has exceeded even Edward Bernays's wildest dreams. Where George Creel 
depended largely on patriotic volunteers to staff the CPI, today the United States out
sources most of its propaganda and many of its public diplomacy initiatives to private 
contractors. These structural shifts have changed bot~ liberty and the news. 

For Lippmann, the rationale for liberty was to achieve some socially valued pur
pose. Tensions between the public good and private gain, democracy and capitalism, 
have been a hallmark of the American system almost from its inception.108 However, 
the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s stripped liberty of most of its social constituents 
and redeployed a leaner and meaner version of the idea: one that reduced liberty solely 
to an engine of economics-a move that even Adam Smith had not sanctioned.109 That 
is, neoliberals reconceived market freedom as the source of all other freedoms. In the 
realm of information, market fundamentalism supports what Ivan Illich described 
as a new enclosure movement: an enclosure of the cultural commons, which reduces 
humans to economic units and consumers ofinformation. 110 

Commenting on a 2007 edition of Liberty and the News, one pundit contended that 
ninety years after Lippmann's critique of media complicity in censorship and propa
ganda, "we're back at ground zero:'111 Much has changed, but Lippmann's diagnosis of 
the problems of media and democracy remains as relevant, even urgent, as it was in 
1919-1920. Moreover, his staunch conviction that people, not markets, are the sources 
oflegitimacy in a democracy should remind us of how much we have already conceded. 
Although Lippmann warned that there are no panaceas, he also demonstrated that a 
robust democracy requires free and open access to its cultural commons. 
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