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The Responsibility of a Free Press 
In a World in Crisis 

John Cowles 

IT Is A GREAT HONOR to be invited to speak on this 
occasion. For thirty years I have held the view that 
the country has no better school of journalism than 
the University of Missouri's. My opinion results 
from personal contact with many graduates of the 
school over many years, and I am happy to have an 
opportunity to pay this tribute to Frank Mott and 
his predecessors who have served as dean of the 
school, and to Dr. Middlebush, as president of the 
University. 

A REVOLUTION in the communication of informa
tion, ideas and opinion has been, and is, taking 
place in America. 

Some of us newspapermen fail to realize the ex
tent and nature of the changes that have occurred 
during the last generation. When reminded of it, 
we recall that newspapers used to put out frequent 
"extras" to give the results of sporting events, etc., 
which we no longer do, but many of us are not con
scious of other more significant changes. Many of 
us also seem unaware of the ways in which news
papers will probably be affected by near future 
developments. 
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There is considerable reason to believe, I think, 
that television, when its facilities become nation 
wide, when telecasts are in color, and when the 
number of receiving sets has doubled, will become 
the nation's most powerful single instrument for the 
mass transmission of ideas and entertainment. 

This does not in any sense mean, however, that 
newspapers generally are destined to dwindle into 
unimportance. Certain types of newspapers and 
other publications will, I think, find the economic 
road ahead rough, too rough for their survival. But 
other types of newspapers will, I believe, play an 
even more important role than they have in the 
past. Most newspapers, if they are well operated, 
can, I feel sure, look forward with confidence to 
continuing prosperity; and there may be even 
deeper satisfaction in editing such papers in the 
period ahead than there has ever been in the past. 

Later on I want to talk more about the impact 
that color television will have on American life and 
what changes I think newspapers should-and will 
have to-make in their editorial and publishing 
techniques in the decade ahead. But before getting 
into that, I want to summarize briefly the revolution 
in the communication of information, ideas and 
opinion that quietly took place in the thirty years 
before anyone ever saw a telecast. 

The number of different sources from which the 
public gets information and ideas has expanded 
enormously during the past generation. There was 
almost no radio broadcasting in 1920. 

In 1950 we made a survey in Minneapolis that 
showed that eleven radio and TV stations there 
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were on the air with news broadcasts or news com
mentators for a total of 129 hours per week. This 
did not include speeches, round table discussions or 
any of the other types of programs that impart at 
least some information and opinion. 

The Minneapolis radio and TV stations broadcast 
about a million words of news and news comment 
a week. This is almost as many words as the two 
Minneapolis newspapers print in the same period. 

Unless one stretches the definition to include the 
old Literary Digest, there were no news magazines 
of importanc'e thirty years ago. Today such news 
weeklies as Time, Quick, Newsweek and the U.S. 
News bring news to, and help shape the opinions of, 
large segments of the population. The youngest of 
the news weeklies, Quick, has gone from nothing to 
more than a million circulation in the past two years. 

There were no picture magazines of the type of 
Life and Look until sixteen years ago. Scientific 
surveys indicate that some 28 million people now 
read each copy of Life and some 18 million read 
each issue of Look, substantially larger numbers 
than is the case with the older, more traditionally 
edited, weeklies. Since Reader's Digest does not 
carry advertising in its domestic editions, it pub
lishes no circulation figures, but perhaps more 
Americans read it than any other publication, and 
Reader's Digest's circulation growth has come almost 
entirely in the past two decades. 

Book publishing has also expanded enormously 
in recent years, particularly in the popular price 
paper bound field. 

The news letters-Kiplinger, Whaley-Eaton, and 
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a dozen others-have also come to play a sizeable 
role in informing and influencing the public. 

Nor should one underestimate the extremely im
portant part in the distribution of information and 
opinion that labor unions have in the past fifteen 
years achievea. 

During the last generation, the average American 
boy and girl have both attended school for a signifi
cantly greater number of years than did their fath
ers and mothers. The percentage of our population 
attending high school and college has approximately 
doubled since 1920. Two million more young people 
are going to college each year, and almost four mil
lion more to high school. As a result of better edu
cation, the public's tastes and interests in reading 
matter have steadily changed. Many newspapers, 
magazines and Sunday supplements that had wide 
popular appeal twenty or thirty years ago have either 
altered their editorial techniques or succumbed. 
Still others will die during the years immediately 
ahead if they don't change their formulas. 

As the average American became better educated 
and also acquired access to far more numerous 
sources of information and opinion than before, 
most newspapers put increased emphasis on making 
their news columns objective and unbiased. News
papers generally ceased being mouthpieces for a 
political party or an economic group. The public 
responded to this better journalism by giving to 
those papers that tried to present the news honestly 
and fully and accurately and impartially increased 
circulation and increased advertising patronage. 

There are, of course, still a few outstanding 
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exceptions. These fall into two classes. The first 
are newspapers owned by vigorous egotists who sin
cerely believe that their own peculiar prejudices 
are divinely revealed truth, and who consequently 
feel justified in slanting the news to conform to their 
convictions. The second group of exceptions are 
newspapers operated by cynics who believe that 
there is more circulation and consequently more 
profit, erroneously I believe, in inflaming passions 
and pandering to the ignorant than in issuing re
sponsible publications. It is regrettable that most of 
the critics of the press cite papers in one of these 
two groups, and then generalize and indict the 
whole press for the sins of a small minority. 

It is significant, however, that most of the papers 
in either of these two classes are currently doing less 
well in circulation than many of their editorially 
more responsible contemporaries. 

Part of the credit for improving the objectivity 
and fairness and impartiality of the news columns 
of American papers in the last generation has been 
due to the reporters, copy readers and sub-editors 
who have taken increasing pride in their profession 
as its standards of integrity have risen. Part of the 
credit stems from the long time policy of The Asso
ciated Press and The United Press, which have 
made full and fair news coverage their major goal. 

In any event, newspaper standards of editorial 
objectivity and fairness and integrity are immeasur
ably higher than they were a generation ago. 

During the last thirty years, newspaper publish
ing costs have steadily mounted and at an acceler-
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ated rate. The survival of marginal papers has be
come increasingly difficult and will become more so. 

In addition to rising publishing costs, however, 
it has been the public itself which has dictated the 
reduction in the number of newspapers. As the 
public acquired many more sources than formerly 
from which it received information and news
radio, news magazines, news letters, labor union 
papers, etc.-the public tended to concentrate its 
newspaper reading on whatever was the best one 
afternoon paper and the best one morning paper in 
each community. As a result, the poorer and weaker 
papers simply could not survive. 

In a highly thoughtful speech last March, Secre
tary of Commerce Sawyer said that in 1910 when 
the United States had a population of 92 million we 
had 2,600 daily newspapers. Today with a popula
tion of 150 million, we have 1,772 dailies. 

In discussing the trend toward fewer newspapers, 
Secretary Sawyer made the following statements: 

"An examination of the consolidation phenome
non indicates that it is due largely to increased 
costs of operation-especially the cost of labor and 
and newsprint. In many cases the choice was 
combination or bankruptcy. In my opinion such 
combinations as have occurred have not resulted 
in deterioration of product. Some of our greatest 
newspapers exist in towns where the ownership 
is limited to one firm. The Minneapolis Star and 
Tribune, The Louisville Courier-Journal, The 
Atlanta Constitution and Journal, The Kansas 
City Star and Times are examples." 
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Although many people wring their hands in sor
row whenever there is a newspaper suspension or 
merger, I want to say emphatically that I think the 
trend toward fewer and better daily newspapers has 
been clearly beneficial to the people of this country. 
But, whether one thinks it is beneficial or harmful 
is immaterial. As a practical matter, there are going 
to be many more consolidations and suspensions in 
the next few years, and the total number of daily 
newspapers in America is going to decline further. 
But that does not mean that the number and variety 
of the sources of information and opinion will be 
reduced. 

Actually, I am convinced that where newspapers 
have combined or suspended and single ownership 
newspapers cities or fields have evolved, the result
ing product has, in almost every instance, been much 
superior to the newspapers that preceded it. 

I say flatly that with only a small number of ex
ceptions the best newspapers in America are those 
which do not have a newspaper competing with 
them in their local field. By best I mean the most 
responsibly edited, the fairest, the most complete, 
the most accurate, the best written, and the most 
objective. 

The Milwaukee Journal is alone in the afternoon 
field in Milwaukee. With the two possible excep
tions of St. Louis and Washington, is there an after
noon paper anywhere in the country that has local 
competition that compares in high quality with the 
Milwaukee Journal? I know of none. 

Again excluding St. Louis and Washington, and 
also excluding New York which is an exception that 
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I shall discuss in a moment, there aren't a handful 
of newspapers published anywhere else in the 
United States that, in my judgment, are as respon
sibly and well edited, as complete, as fair, as objec
tive, and which serve the public interest as well as 
do at least forty or fifty of the newspapers which are 
published in so-called monopoly or single owner
ship cities. 

These newspaper institutions which have no local 
daily competition are not monopolies in the sense 
that they control the sole source from which the 
public gets its news and information and ideas. It is 
impossible to overemphasize this point. There are 
dozens of sources-radio, television, news magazines, 
labor papers, community papers, outside dailies, etc. 
-which also provide them. 

The reasons why the newspapers that do not have 
local daily newspaper competition in their home 
field are superior, generally speaking, to those that 
do have competition are manifold. 

In the first place, the publishers and editors have, 
I believe, a deeper feeling of responsibility because 
they are alone in their field. 

Secondly, those newspapers that are not in hotly 
competitive fields are better able to resist the con
stant pressure to oversensationalize the news, to play 
up the cheap crime or sex story, to headline the story 
that will sell the most copies instead of another story 
that is actually far more important. The daily that 
is alone in its field can be as free as it wants to be 
from the urge to magnify the tawdry and salacious 
out of its importance in the news of the day. The 
newspaper that is alone in its field can present the 
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news in better perspective and can free the news of 
details which pander rather than inform. 

Newspapers that don't have local newspaper com
petition are better able to resist the pressure of 
immediacy which makes for incomplete, shoddy and 
premature reporting. This pressure has become one 
of the worst enemies of responsible reporting. It 
breeds inaccuracies which can never be overtaken. 
It is responsible for distorted emphasis and lack of 
perspective. The newspaper in a single ownership 
city doesn't have to rush on to the streets with a 
bulletin rumor that Russian troops are invading 
Yugoslavia if it has reason to suspect that the uncon
firmed report may not be true. It does not have to 
protect itself against a rival in case the story turns 
out by a long shot chance to be accurate. 

Newspapers in single ownership cities can be, and 
usually are, less inhibited about correcting their 
errors adequately, fully and fairly. 

Many other examples will occur to you as to why 
the newspapers in single ownership cities have both 
the opportunity and the obligation to lead the way 
toward a more responsible press. 

And if a "monopoly newspaper" is really bad, 
then it won't last as a monopoly. New competition 
by abler and more socially moral newspapermen will 
eventually displace and supersede it. 

A moment ago I referred to New York as being 
a unique exception to the condition I was describ
ing. This is because New York has such a huge 
population that it can profitably support many dif
ferent types of daily publications. Smaller cities 
can't. 
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The New York Times~ which I regard as the 
world's best, is a national newspaper, deliberately 
edited for only the top segment of the population, 
that which is interested in important and serious 
news. 

Although the New York Times is outstandingly 
successful, it is read by less than 15% of the families 
in New York City. It is only in our multi-million 
population cities where there is a huge amount of 
potential advertising revenue that a paper can pros
per even though it reaches only a small percentage 
of the total potential audience, such as is the case 
with the New York Times and to an even greater 
degree with the Herald-Tribune. Boston wasn't 
large enough to support the Transcript. 

Certainly in cities of less than a million popula
tion, newspapers, if they are to be economically self 
sustaining, simply must be edited to interest and 
serve all the people, not just one class. Just as a 
department store carries a wide range of merchan
dise that will appeal to all different economic groups, 
or as a big cafeteria provides a variety of foods to 
appeal to different tastes, so must most newspapers, 
in order to survive, carry news and feature content 
that will interest people of both sexes, of all ages, 
of all vocations and all educational levels. 

In my opinion, the great mistake in the Hutchins 
Commission report on "A Free and Responsible 
Press" was its assumption that restoration of local 
daily competition was the only answer to the need 
for more responsible journalism. I think much in 
the Hutchins Commission report was excellent, but 
its basic premise was completely erroneous. As a 



IN A WORLD IN CRISIS Page 11 

newspaperman who has had many years' experience 
in both hotly competitive and in single ownership 
cities, I am convinced that an increase in the num
ber of competing dailies would have precisely the 
opposite effect from the one the Hutchins Commis
sion assumed. Secondly, newspaper competition as 
it existed in the U.S. when newspapers were virtu
ally the only medium of information and opinion is 
simply not going to return. There are going to be 
fewer, not more, newspapers. 

I agree thoroughly with the implication contained 
in the Hutchins Report that unless the press gener
ally manifests more self discipline and shows more 
obvious concern for the genuine public interest than 
some papers show, the dangers of restrictions upon 
our free press are very real. 

Although I accept the judgment of the American 
Society of Newspaper Editors that it would be un
wise for the ASNE to create an agency to sit in judg
ment upon the performance of the American press, 
I think there is a widespread need for more self
examination on the part of American newspapers. 
I welcome the idea of more critical studies of the 
press, if made in good faith by competent, inde
pendent agencies. 

We in Minneapolis have given a lot of thought to 
the possibility of creating an independent agency 
that would continuously examine how well the Min
neapolis newspapers were performing their func
tions and fulfilling their obligations to the people of 
the Upper Midwest. We would be happy regularly 
to publish the full reports of such an agency, detail
ing its opinions as to our specific sins of omission or 
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commISSIOn. The great difficulty that has so far 
thwarted our setting up such an agency is the find
ing of competent personnel in whom the general 
reading public would have complete confidence and 
who would, at the same time, know the practical 
problems and difficulties of metropolitan newspaper 
operations. If any of my hearers should have any 
constructive ideas in this regard I would be happy 
to have them. 

There seems to be a widespread belief among the 
bench and bar throughout the United States that 
newspaper reporting of crime, trials and punish
ment sometimes contributes to the obstruction or 
miscarriage of justice, and that unless the situation 
is improved the press ought to be put under certain 
prohibitions in regard to such reporting. The idea 
of legislation limiting the right of the press freely 
to report the news in any field is utterly repugnant 
to me as a newspaper man, but I wonder whether 
the newspapers in single ownership cities might not 
jointly endeavor to explore the problem with a view 
toward possibly discovering ways of covering crime 
and trial news more responsibly. Perhaps a group 
of newspapers could undertake a two-year or a five
year study of crime and trial coverage, counselled by 
a committee on which attorneys, judges and the gen
eral public would be represented. Undoubtedly the 
newspaper men would never agree with the judges 
on precisely what ought to be done. But out of such 
a study and through an exchange of viewpoints there 
might develop a new concept of the proper function 
of the press in this important field of reporting, one 
which would better serve the public interest with-
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out infringing in the slightest upon the constitu
tional right of the people to a free press. 

All of us here today believe in, and recognize the 
importance of, a free press. We agree that there can 
be no outside control of the press of any kind and 
still have it a free press. The way to reduce the like
lihood that freedom of the press will be abridged is, 
it seems to me, for newspapers generally to demon
strate by their daily performance that they deserve 
their freedom. That means we must be more re
sponsible in the way we use our franchise. We must 
show that we understand that the basic reason for 
a free press is to have and preserve a free society. 

The goal of maintaining a free society is not 
served, it seems to me, by newspapers' whipping 
the public into a frenzy with cartoons, news stories 
and editorials that are so violent as to be almost psy
chopathic. I personally "admire General MacArthur 
and regard him as one of the leading figures of this 
generation. I deplore the manner in which he was 
removed. But regardless of whether one agrees or 
disagrees with the administration's Asiatic policy, 
regardless of whether one thinks the president 
should or should not have relieved General MacAr
thur, is the preservation of our free society being 
enhanced by the emotional orgy that some of our 
newspapers are currently stimulating? 

Would not qualified psychologists, regardless of 
their political views, say that what we have been 
witnessing in the United States in the last couple of 
weeks bears some resemblance to what took place in 
Germany and Italy not too long ago for some of us 
to remember? 
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Because of its powerful impact, television may 
tend to make the maintenance of our free society 
more difficult. Badly informed, emotionaJly adol
escent TV viewers may tend to adopt hysterically 
extreme views on complicated political and eco
nomic issues concerning which they know, and 
would otherwise care, little. This will put increas
ing responsibilities on newspapers to try to prevent 
the country from being swept by mob emotion into 
ill considered and dangerous decisions. 

Television may be the greatest potential agency 
for adult education we have, but there is a grave 
danger that it will develop in a pattern where it will 
not serve the public welfare as it might. 

If television develops along the general line of 
commercial AM broadcasting it will mean that the 
advertiser, whose choices control programs, will push 
the programs down to the patterns with the lowest 
common denominators of interest in order to get the 
maximum numerical audience. The various com
mercial TV stations in their competition for au
diences will thus all tend to vulgarize their pro
grams. This will mean that the television station 
operators will be under the same type of pressures 
as newspapers in overly competitive fields. I dis
cussed earlier how excessive competition for circula
tion in over-newspapered cities has resulted in lower 
quality publications, generally speaking, than where 
the newspapers are alone in their fields. Since there 
will obviously be several or many television stations 
in most cities, and since television stations are neces
sarily licensed by the government, which newspapers 
fortunately are not, perhaps a partial solution would 
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be to require all television stations to allocate a very 
substantial number of hours, including some in the 
best viewing periods, for non-commercial and edu
cational programs. Just how these programs can be 
of the type and quality they should be and just how 
their content can be kept free of government control 
is a problem I pass to wiser men. 

The constantly growing pressure for people's time, 
which the coming of television intensifies, means 
that the less serviceable newspapers will find it more 
difficult to survive. The people living in metropoli
tan areas will increasingly concentrate on the one 
morning and the one afternoon paper that serves 
them best. In smaller cities and towns, the public 
will increasingly tend to read the one metropolitan 
daily that serves it best, plus its own local newspaper. 

People will want far more interpretive news from 
their papers so that they can understand what is 
happening. People will want more background in
formation. People will want not only the bare facts 
of what did happen yesterday but will want from 
their newspapers information on what is probably 
going to happen tomorrow or next week or next 
month. 

The relative importance of editorial writers will 
greatly increase. It will not be tub-thumping, vio
lent, partisan editorial assertions that the readers 
will want, but understandable analyses of the com
plicated problems that trouble them. 

This means that we will need better reporters 
and better editors, and must give them more latitude 
than most papers now do. 
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A good newspaper reporter, whether in the field of 
science, government, industrial relations, education, 
politics, religion or crime news, ought to know as 
much in his field as a good college instructor knows 
in his. A good reporter should be able to tell the 
facts simply and clearly enough to interest and in
form the layman without insulting the intelligence 
of the specialist. 

A good reporter should be as objective and untir
ing in his pursuit of truth as a scientist doing re
search work at a university. In selecting and organ
izing his staff the editor of a large newspaper will 

- actually, in some degree, be performing tho:'! func
tion of a university dean. 

Although complete control of a publication's edi
torial policy must remain in management's hands, 
more variety in the expression of editorial and in
terpretive opinion will be permitted. Men equal in 
intellectual calibre and character to university pro
fessors naturally will expect-and deserve-more lati
tude than less able men. 

Frequently in the New York Times we read con
flicting opinions by staff members. Charlie Merz in 
the editorial column may take one slant on a particu
lar issue. Arthur Krock in his column may take 
another. Hanson Baldwin in his column may differ 
somewhat from both. Over Scotty Reston's signa
ture we may read opinions slightly different from 
the other three. Is that bad? I say it is good. I have 
more respect for the Times because it permits this 
variety of opinion. It is, as a result, a more service
able paper. In addition the readers have far more 
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confidence in its integrity than they do in publica
tions whose writers all follow an identical line, laid 
down from on high by an omnipotent and theoreti
cally omniscient publisher. 

As long as I remain a publisher I intend, of course, 
to ' reserve final authority over what does or does 
not go into our paper, but that is an authority that I 
rarely use, or feel any need of using. If a newspaper 
is staffed by men of high professional competence, 
intelligence and character, men whose basic philoso
phy is similar, the newspaper is better if the team 
is driven with loose reins. 

Woodrow Wilson once said "The highest form of 
efficiency is the spontaneous cooperation of a free 
people." I am convinced that this certainly applies 
to newspaper organizations! 

In stressing the importance of the interpretation 
of serious news I don't want to give the impression 
that newspapers should be solemn and dull. Quite 
the reverse. Unless newspapers are inviting and 
appealing to read, unless they have wit and humor 
and human interest, unless they have typographical 
attractiveness, unless they have many brief stories 
along with the long ones, they simply won't be read. 
We want everyone in our area to read our papers. 
Therefore we are trying to make them less formal. 
We are trying to make heavy news and editorial 
comment less forbidding. 

We want more circulation not solely because it 
is a means toward more profit but because we think 
the more people we can persuade to read our papers 
the better informed they will be, and the wiser, 
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consequently, will be their decisions. But we try 
never to forget that we must keep our papers respon
sible, for a free press won't, in our opinion, perma
nently survive unless it is also a responsible press. 
And, after all, we must never forget that the free 
press is a public right, not a private one. 
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