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Each of the six journalists listed in the table shown on the next page had an 

important relationship with one or (in the case of the last pair of journalists) 

two of the presidents listed.   
 

The relationships were friendly, except that the last pair of journalists in the 

table, who were friends of John Kennedy, hated Richard Nixon, and meanwhile  

Henry Luce had always been antagonistically opposed to President Franklin 

Roosevelt. 
 

The friendships were vital to the journalists, and were important also for the 

men whom they helped to win the presidency.  





One theme of this talk will be the strain between the journalist’s biases and the 

ideal of journalistic objectivity. Another theme will be some dangers inherent in 

“punditry”, i.e. eminent journalists (usually male of the species) who, because 

they are supposed to be wise, may overestimate how well informed they are 

about what is happening. I will argue that this danger is inherent in the very 

concept of punditry, whereas an analogous danger for investigative journalists 

is there only if false or otherwise defective information trips them up.  
 

(But of course anyone, regardless of what kind of journalist (s)he may be, can make 

errors of judgement as to the significance of factually correct information.) 

 
This essay will offer an overarching view of some aspects of the 20th-century 

history of the USA in international affairs. I will mention its military engagements  



 

in the Spanish-American War waged in Cuba in 1898, in the last five months of 

World War I (1914-18), in World War II from 1941 to 1945, and again in Cuba in 

1963 in a supposedly secret invasion, and then in Vietnam in the 1960s and early 

’70s – and meanwhile in some other aspects of its leading role in the “Cold War” 

(1945-1991) against Communism.  

 
The six journalists whom I have chosen to focus on were each highly educated, 

and each of them had formative experiences outside the USA. But their outlooks 

and styles differed. And so also did the personalities and styles of the presidents. 

I will discuss them all in combinations – starting with  
    



Lincoln Steffens and Theodore Roosevelt 

 
 



One way of classifying journalists could be to distinguish between those who 

don’t want to “look under the rock” (Mahatma Gandhi was like that; he would, 

instead, probe for the antagonist’s atman) and those who do. Lincoln Steffens 

was a truth-seeker of this latter kind.  

 

He was the eldest child of a very rich busi-

nessman in California. (The house he lived in 

during most of his childhood is now the gov-

ernor’s mansion.)   

 

After graduating from college at the Uni-

versity of California, he went to Europe 

for post-graduate studies.  

 



At various European universities he dipped into one subject and another, and 

then decided to earn a degree in Germany under the founder of the academic 

field of psychology, Wilhelm Wundt. But after a while he quit in disillusionment, 

as he believed that scientific dishonesty was being condoned in that academic 

programme. Journalism became then his way of seeking truth. 

 

He would, as a budding journalist in New York in the mid-1890s, prepare so 

diligently (like a first-rate university student) for his interviews that he could 

then, in the interview, sniff out exceptional amounts of information and tips 

for further inquiry.  

  



It was in the ’90s that he made friends with Theodore Roosevelt, who was 

at that time a New York City police commissioner.  

 

In 1903-04, Steffens became famous with a series of magazine articles about 

municipal corruption in several cities. (He travelled tirelessly.) He was not the 

only journalist back then to write exposés of corruption in the USA, but he 

was one of the best at it, and, as a recent New York Times commentator has 

remarked, the work of those investigative journalists “gave journalism a new 

purpose, a voice in American democracy beyond simply endorsing one party or 

another”. A clever term for that kind of journalism, “muckraking”, was invented 

by Steffens’s good friend Theodore Roosevelt, who sincerely wanted corruption 

to be uprooted but disapproved vigorously of untrue allegations of corruption.  

 



(I will now start calling Theodore Roosevelt “TR”, as journalists used to do and 

historians still do when chatting about him. This is a good way to distinguish 

efficiently between him and Franklin Delano Roosevelt – “FDR” – another larger-

than-life 20th-century president of the USA.)   

 

TR was the greatest member of the Republican Party after Abraham Lincoln 

(who in 1860 had been its first successful candidate for the presidency). He was 

incredibly energetic, a keen intellectual and prolific writer of books and articles, 

a cowboy, and a heroic leader on horseback in a famous battle in Cuba in 1898: 

he formed and led a volunteer cavalry regiment, nicknamed the “Rough Riders”, 

which won a decisive battle. (He was lucky to survive the charge.) 



Here are some informa-

tive excerpts from a book-

review (in The New York 

Times) of a good book 

entitled The Crowded 

Hour: Theodore Roose-

velt, the Rough Riders, 

and the Dawn of the 

American Century 

(google the book 

if you would like  

to get a copy):  



    “To its citizens and admirers, the United States ‘had never been just a country,’ 

Risen [the book’s author] writes, ‘it was an idea too.’… [It] had stirred widespread 

hope that liberty and equality might be possible, even contagious. More than 

a century after winning its independence, however, the United States had yet 

to turn its fame into what it really wanted: respect. In the eyes of much of Europe, 

the country still seemed like ‘a hypertrophied child’, Risen argues, ‘with astound-

ing economic growth and resources, but without the maturity to play a role in 

world affairs.’ 

     “When Cuba launched a war of independence in the winter of 1895, reviving 

its longstanding struggle against Spain, Americans immediately took notice. Most 

sympathized with the island, seeing in its fight for independence a reflection of 

their own, but others saw something more: an opportunity for the United States 

to claim its rightful place on the world stage. If America wanted to be taken seri-

ously, no tactic was faster or more effective than war with a European power.”



TR was, in each part of his political career, a vigorous proponent of reform within 

the USA. He prosecuted corruption, was adept at outmanoeuvring dodgy fellow 

politicians, got pure-food-and-drug-laws enacted, and broke up dozens of busi-

ness monopolies which he thought were preventing the non-wealthy from getting 

a “square deal”. (This was one of his top mottos as a national politician.) In 1910, 

a year after his term as president had ended, he gave a famous speech, entitled 

“The New Nationalism”, declaring that “The man who wrongly holds that every 

human right is secondary to his profit must now give way to the advocate of 

human welfare”, and calling for a hefty minimum wage, progressive income-tax 

rates (i.e. with the rich paying a higher percentage of their incomes than the 

poor), an estate tax, and laws that would render it difficult for corporations to 

engage in politics. He was a titanic figure in other ways as well. As President he 

decreed the establishment of 150 national forests, 51 bird reservations and five 



vast national parks. And, he won a Nobel Peace Prize for negotiating the end of 

the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05). In some other aspects of his foreign policies, 

however, he was 

imperialistic. He 

not only had the 

Navy build battle-

ships, but also got 

the Panama Canal 

built by applying 

his precept to 

“speak softly and 

carry a big stick”.  



(He was an avid hunter and taxidermist. As a hunter he refused, on a famous oc-

casion in 1902, to shoot an obviously injured bear and instead, since it was clearly 

suffering from its injuries, had it put to death painlessly (as 

did Gandhi for a calf in agony at Sabarmati in 1928). Journal-

ists celebrated the incident, and an enterprising toy-shop 

was thus inspired to invent the teddy bear.)  
  

Soon after TR’s death in 1919, Lincoln Steffens became so 

dismayed by the persistence of corruption in the USA (where 

he was very good at looking under the rock) that he put high 

hopes, for a while in the 1920s, in the Bolshevik Revolution 

in the USSR (“I have seen the future and it works”) – and thus became a marginal 

figure in American journalism. And yet his autobiography, published in 1931 was 

a best-seller, and it is still today a good read. Here is an excerpt about his decision 

in 1890 to study psychology in Leipzig instead of philosophy in Heidelberg:  
 



     “No more Heidelberg…. And no more philosophy for me. There was no ethics in 
it.… The only reasons they [the philosophers] had to give for not lying or stealing 
were not so reasonable as the stupidest English gentleman’s: 'It isn’t done.' 
     “This was my reluctant, disappointed conclusion, arrived at after a waste of 
a couple of good years of conscientious work. I must leave the philosophers and 
go to the scientists for my science of ethics.… I said good-bye to the good kept-
woman who had kept me so comfortable [in Heidelberg]. She accepted my 
departure as she accepted everything. 
     “'Men come and men go,' she said cheerfully. 
     “'Always?', I asked. 
     “They don’t always come,' she laughed, 'but always they go, always.' 
     “'And that's all there is of it?'" 
     “'All? Nay,' she protested, pointing to her two. 'For me there are always the 
children, thank God.'” 
 



And here is an excerpt describing a moment in TR’s election campaign in 1898 

for the governorship of New York State. TR was already well known in New York 

City because of his service as a Police Commissioner there, but not yet very well 

known in the rural “upstate” districts:   

     “'Say,' he said one day during that campaign, 'things aren’t going well up the 
state. I must try a new tactic. What’ll it be?' 
     “'Why not an old one?' 
     “'Which?' 
     “'Oh,' I said, 'go up there and eat dirt. Confess you’re wrong on something, 
made a mistake, committed a sin, or were about to.' 
     “'But I’m not,' he answered grimly. 

“'I’m talking politics,' I said, 'not facts.' 
“He charged across the room, charged back, and stopped in front of me.  



Boring his eyes defiantly into mine, he said, 'You think that’s a joke, don’t you? 
Well, it isn’t. That is politics, good politics, and – ' 
     “'What’s the difference?' 
     “'There you go again. Think you’re funny. But I tell you that trick will work, and 
I’m going to work it. It’ll make the people see that I’m just like them; one of them.' 
     “He did it; it worked; and all through his career he showed that he knew when 
to make or confess a blunder. Yes, T.R. was a very practical politician, and it was 
partly from watching him sympathetically that I lost some of my contempt for 
politicians and practical men generally.” 
 
(Did Steffens when writing his autobiography recall in such complete detail those 

conversations held dozens of years earlier? We should with a modicum of intelli-

gence understand that he was stretching the truth by pretending to do so.) 

 



 
Walter Lippmann and Woodrow Wilson 

   

 



Walter Lippmann was thoroughly philosophical in his writings on politics, and he 

became the greatest American journalistic pundit.  
 

He was the sole child of an upper-middle class Jewish couple whose parents had 

emigrated from Germany and flourished in New York; but the family would go on 

annual holiday visits back to Europe. Lippmann entered Harvard College at the 

age of 17 and studied literature (including ancient Greek; he was already fluent in 

German and French) and philosophy. His teachers included William James, who 

had pioneered the academic study in the USA of psychology, and who befriended 

him; George Santayana, who had just completed a five-volume treatise entitled 

The Life of Reason and who is still today remembered for his political teaching 

that “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it”, and 

another professor, Graham Wallas, a morally concerned sociologist who had co-

founded in 1895 the London School of Economics (back in those days, the study   



of economics was classified as a branch of moral philosophy) and had recently 

published a book, Human Nature in Politics, arguing that people ordinarily make 

political judgements less on the basis of facts and of presumably likely consequen-

ces than on the basis of instinct, prejudice and habit.  
 

Lippmann’s career soared as soon as he graduated (with academic distinction) 

from Harvard. Steffens hired him in 1911 as an assistant. They supported in 1912 

TR’s bid to re-enter politics (from which he had retired in 1908) as the presidential 

candidate of a “Progressive Party” which TR founded because the Republican can-

didate wasn’t pursuing reforms. TR’s candidacy drew votes away from the Repub-

lican, and so the Democratic Party’s candidate, Woodrow Wilson, was elected.  
 

Lippmann, after co-founding a weekly journal of political affairs, The New Repub-

lic, and publishing his first book, A Preface to Politics, was drawn into national 

government service in 1917. He drafted in 1918 President Wilson’s famous post-



war “Fourteen-Points Peace Programme”, and in 1919 he helped draw up the 

Covenant of the League of Nations.  
 

In 1920 he left The New Republic to work for a big daily newspaper, The New York 

World. He became its editor-in-chief in 1929, and then shifted in 1931 to another 

big newspaper, The New York Herald Tribune, for which he wrote, for some 30 

years, a weekly by-line column, entitled “Today and Tomorrow”, which was syn-

dicated nationally.   
 

One of his achievements was to give a new meaning to the word “stereotype”. 

Since ca.1800 the French adjective “stéréotype” had meant “printed from a solid 

plate of type” (the Greek root “στερεό” means “firm, solid”), i.e. not from Guten-

berg-style “moveable type”. By 1850 one definition of the word in English was 

“an image perpetuated without change”. Lippmann’s innovation, in 1922, was  



to use the word to mean a preconceived and oversimplified notion of what a 

person or race or nation or political party etc. is like. No one today uses the 

word “stereotype” to mean anything other than that. 
 

Lippmann wrote many books. The titles of three from the 1920s – “Liberty and 

the News”, “Public Opinion” and “The Phantom Public” – hint at problems in 

national politics which may be worse now, with our electronic fake news, than 

back then.  One of his main worries was about “manufacture of consent”, in free 

societies, to bad policies. (Anyone can see how it’s done in totalitarian societies.)   
 

Here are three samples of his writing: 
 

“At the core of every moral code there is a picture of human nature, a map of the 
universe, and a version of history. To human nature (of the sort imagined), in a  



universe (of the kind imagined), after a history (so understood), the rules of the 
code apply. So far as the facts of personality, of the environment and of memory 
are different, by so far the rules of the code are difficult to apply with success.” 
 
“[N]o successful leader has ever been too busy to cultivate the symbols which 
organize his following. …From the totem pole to the national flag, from the wood-
en idol to God the Invisible King, …symbols have been cherished by leaders, many 
of whom were themselves unbelievers....  [T]he leader knows by experience that 
only when symbols have done their work is there a handle he can use to move a 
crowd.” 
 
“What a myth never contains is the critical power to separate its truths from its 
errors.” 
 



 
                Ernest K. Lindley and Franklin D. Roosevelt 
                                                                            (who had polio but would put on a brave face) 

                                                     



Ernest K. Lindley (let’s call him EKL) was the son of a psychology professor and 

university president. Upon completing college, he won a Rhodes Scholarship to 

study modern European history at Oxford. After returning from Europe and trying 

his luck in gold-mining in Alaska, he worked for a while as a fledging reporter for   

a small-town newspaper, and then decided to try his luck in New York, where he 

went with a letter of introduction to Lippmann.  
 

At that moment, Lippman’s newspaper happened to have no reporter in the 

capitol of New York State (which is not New York City but a town 200 km to the 

north). EKL got the assignment, did it well, made friends with the governor of the 

state (equivalent to a chief minister in India), wrote a well-researched biography 

of him, and drafted for him a brilliantly pragmatic speech on how to cope with the 

Great Depression (“The nation needs, and if I mistake not its temper the nation 

demands, experimentation, bold persistent experimentation…”), which helped 

him become the Democratic Party’s candidate in 1932 for president. That was 



Franklin D. Roosevelt – “FDR” – who then became the most successful politician 

in the history of the USA as he was elected president four times (and then the 

Constitution was amended to set a limit at two terms).  
 

FDR led the “New Deal” of the 1930s, legislating welfare-state provisions and 

establishing rights for trade unions (rights later decimated by Republicans), and 

then presided over the USA during World War II (except that it was FDR’s suc-

cessor, Harry Truman, who took the generals’ advice to use the USA’s two (at  

that time) existing atom bombs to frighten Japan into surrendering forthwith).  
 

Let me, at this point, reflect a bit on the broader historical story which is con-

tained implicitly in this text about presidents and journalists. You will recall the 

remarks which I cited a moment ago about how TR, with his derring-do as leader 

of the “Rough Riders” in Cuba in 1898, had helped the USA “claim its rightful place 

on the world stage”. Two decades later, Woodrow Wilson, by bringing the USA  

 



into the supposed “war to end all wars” (i.e. World War I), made the USA a “great  

power” in international politics. Under FDR it began to become the great power, 

what with its massive industrial strength (the “almighty dollar”) and its atom 

bombs. But then under Kennedy and Nixon it waged the first of a series of wars 

which it would lose. 
 

FDR died in 1945. EKL had been “the leading authority in the press corps on 

Roosevelt and his policies” (this phrase is from The Washington Post’s obituary   

of him), and it was thus feasible for EKL to write for some 25 years a weekly by-

line column (“Washington Tides”). He wasn’t syncophantic, and indeed a book he 

wrote in 1936 was entitled Halfway with Roosevelt, meaning that FDR had been 

content with “halfway” reforms and so EKL was only halfway content with FDR’s 

performance at the halfway point of his expected two terms in the White House.  
 



(EKL had meanwhile concealed his identity as co-author of a book entitled The  

New Dealers. It was published as authored by “The Unofficial Observer” and with    

a blurb of praise by him on the jacket as if he had reviewed it.)  
 

His interest in pragmatic “New Deal” reforms for a capitalist economy with wel-

fare-state provisions was due in part to some first-hand observations of the USSR 

in 1927. He was far less favourably impressed than was Nehru in his visit to the 

USSR that same year. EKL witnessed some of the terrorism (Nehru did not), and 

thereafter not only opposed Communism but also, in due time, doubted the value 

of India’s non-alignment in the Cold War. He regarded Nehru as a champion of 

democracy – in 1947 EKL told me privately (he was my father) that India had 

“leapt ahead” of the USA by having an Untouchable in its national cabinet – but 

he also felt that Nehru was quite mistaken about the USSR. (This difference of 

opinion prevented EKL from becoming in 1952 the first US ambassador to India. 

A top man in the State Department, Averell Harriman (the ambassador to the  



USSR), offered him the post but withdrew the offer when it became clear that 

EKL would, in regard to India, have the USA wage the ideological “Cold War” 

more bluntly than Harriman thought would be smart to do.*)  
 

EKL was less philosophically inclined than Lippmann. The titles of their books show 

this clearly enough. (See the next page.) Yet he did have a clear philosophical pre-

cept about national journalism. He believed that successful functioning of parlia-

mentary democracy depends crucially on partnership between objective jour-

nalism and a government seeking to promote the welfare of all the citizens.  
 

_______________ 
*The conversation took place in our home, and I intervened briefly. (My voice was still that 
of a child.) Here is my recollection of the pivotal part: EKL: “I know Nehru prefers Freedom to 
Communism. He should declare this if he wants our aid.”  Me: “Sometimes you have a friend and 
you want him to do something, but he can’t do what you want. If you let him be, he’ll be a better 
friend.”  Harriman (with a chuckle): “Ernie, I agree with the boy. How about Morocco?” 

 



 
     Books by Lippmann:             Books by EKL: 
 
   
 

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

(He wrote more books later.)         (*For these books EKL had a co-author.) 



EKL’s main job as a journalist after 1937 was as the Washington-Bureau chief of 

Newsweek magazine. Its masthead motto was “A well-informed public is America’s 

greatest security.” 

  

 

In many countries there has been quite a different prevailing precept of journal-

ism: that a national news publication should have an explicit ideological outlook 

(as Harijan did, for instance) or an explicit link with a political party. However,  



in the USA in the second quarter of the 20th century, the notion that objective 

reporting can be done was supported by the constant need for it in the telex 

reports sent by the “Associated Press” cooperative to news publications with 

various ideological and partisan leanings. (I suppose PTI is also like that.)  

 

EKL was thus a journalistic pundit aspiring to objectivity and yet staunchly anti-

Communist, and meanwhile less devoted to philosophical reflection than Lipp-

mann – and yet also was less devoted to on-the-ground investigative reporting 

than Steffens had been. EKL depended to a large extent on a flow of “inside facts” 

from government experts. The Washington Post’s obituary of him explained that 

during World War II he had 
 

“…organized a group of veteran reporters that met frequently with Gen. George 
C. Marshall, the Army chief of staff, and Administrator Ernest J. King, the chief of  



naval operations, and other high officials for briefings on sensitive military and 
diplomatic matters. The famous 'Lindley rule' … was much used in those encoun-
ters. Under the rule, information gleaned [i.e. gained] from officials may be pub-
lished, but without attribution to any source. Reporters often use such vague 
attributions as 'government officials' or 'unimpeachable sources' to lend authen-
ticity to their stories. Under the 'Lindley rule,' even these advices are prohibited. 
The reporter must state the information on his own authority.”  
 

Gradually after FDR’s death in 1945, EKL’s prestige as a journalist declined 

(as also did Lippmann’s by now), and in the early 1960s he was given a ‘golden 

handshake’ (a lot of money) to retire from Newsweek. The new owner was 

a brilliant journalist and a close friend of young John Kennedy. I will describe 

him below. EKL after a brief stint with Voice of America went into the State 

Department, with two assignments:  

 



(1) ghost-writing some of the foreign minister’s statements and editing the final 

versions of all of them, and (2) serving on the “Policy Planning Council”, which 

was supposed to ensure that the USA’s foreign policies would serve the long-term 

as well as short-term interests of the nation. The Council was headed by an acad-

emic economist, Walt Rostow, whose The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-

Communist Manifesto had been published in 1960.  
   

And then the government decided, alas, to fight the fag end of France’s war in 

Vietnam. No one in the State Department had studied Asian history in depth; the 

Department’s experts on Chinese history had been removed during the Joseph-

McCarthy-inspired purge of the early 1950s; and it is now an established historical 

fact that the Department’s people advising the president on policy in Southeast 

Asia during the American engagement in Vietnam did not have valid bottom-up 

information as to what was really happening on the ground. 

 



There was nothing dishonest about EKL’s service on the Policy Planning Council, 

but there was something tragic about it. The lesson I would draw is that punditry 

can cause dangerous self-deception if you are not a mahatma (Gandhi knew that 

it’s dangerous even if you are) – and so national newspapers should favour opin-

ion pieces written by people who have studied the topics in depth and can write 

passably well, rather than by quick writers stocked with second-hand or other-

wise superficial information.  
 

The danger is, I think, in the very concept of punditry (whereas the analogous 

danger in investigative reporting is mostly contingent on infection from fakery). 
 

I would certainly admit that the topical experts themselves can, by resting too 

much on their laurels, especially in their later years – fall prey to close-minded-

ness. See www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103115001006 for 

an article from Journal of Experimental Social Psychology (2015), entitled 



“When Self-perceptions of Expertise Increase Closed-minded Cognition: The 

Earned Dogmatism Effect” (my emphasis). Yet so also can the pundits. 

 

(A current example of a dangerous pundit is The New York Times’s Thomas Fried-

man. Fellow journalists have said that “his status among American elites is the 

single most potent fact for understanding the nation’s imperial decline” and that 

he “exhibits on a weekly basis one of the severest cases known to science of 

‘Lippmann's condition’ – named for the legendary journalistic hot-air salesman, 

Walter Lippmann, and alluding to the inherent tendency of all pundits to swell 

in self-importance to zeppelin-like dimensions”. A zeppelin is a hot-air balloon.) 



Henry Luce 
 

For much of the 20th century, Henry Luce was 

the most successful American practitioner of the 

premise that journalism should not be objective 

but should be guided by bias due to ideological 

precepts.   
  

He was born in China, where his father was a 

missionary. His college education was at Yale, 

where he was a member of the most exclusive 

student club, and became the managing editor 

of the student newspaper, and was voted the  



“most brilliant” member of the Class of 1920. After then studying history at 

Oxford for a year, and working for a year as a reporter for newspapers in Chicago 

and Baltimore, he co-founded in 1923 a weekly newsmagazine, Time, undertaken 

to “entertain as well as edify” and to focus on personalities (Luce invented the 

pop-culture terms “socialite”, “tycoon” and “kudos”), and to observe “a new prin-

ciple of complete organization” of the news, concentrating editorially on “how 

much it gets off its pages into the minds of its readers”. Luce was the editor-       

in-chief from 1929 until 1964, when he went into semi-retirement as “editorial 

chairman” of Time Inc. He had meanwhile founded three other highly successful 

magazines: Fortune (1930, for businessmen), Life (1936, specializing in the forma-

tion of popular notions, and with more pictures than text) and Sports Illustrated  



(1954). I remember, from my secondary-school days in the 1950s, an adolescents’ 

proverb that Life was for people who couldn’t read, Time for people who couldn’t 

think, and Fortune for people so rich they didn’t have to read or think. That way of 

putting it obscured, however, the fact that some very gifted writers wrote for For-

tune (for instance James Agee, Alfred Kazin and Archibald MacLeish) and that a 

first-rate economist, John Kenneth Galbraith, served on its editorial board from 

1943 to 1948 (when he became a professor at Harvard). Luce sought out, likewise, 

brilliant photographers for Fortune and for Life – e.g. Ansel Adams, Walker Evans, 

Lisa Larsen, Hansel Mieth and Margaret Bourke-White (who took not only the 

best-known photo of Muslims emigrating to Pakistan but also a renowned photo 

of Gandhi spinning; she worked so hard at photographing and interviewing Gan-

dhi that he called her his “tormentor”).  



The following covers of Time and Newsweek hint at how much more elegantly 

Time was produced: 

    



Marshall McLuhan had a sharp opinion of Time:  
 

“The overwhelming fact about Time is its style. It has often been said that nobody 
could tell the truth in Time style. Time is a nursery book in which the reader is 
slapped and tickled alternately. It is full of pre-digested pap, spooned out with 
confidential nudges. The reader is never on his own for an instant, but, as though 
at his mother's knee, is provided with the right emotions for everything.” 
 
Luce was thus masterful at shaping US mass culture and tides of opinion. His 

ambition to be appointed Secretary of State was frustrated by the fact that the 

Democratic Party won all the presidential elections of the 1930s and ’40s (not 

least because of FDR’s charisma). Luce exerted, however, decisive influence in 

favour of two big foreign-policy failures:  



(1) support for General Chiang Kai-shek in China (who converted in 1927 to 

Christianity and was thereafter featured ten times on the cover of Time; but 

in China the Communists under Mao drove him out of the mainland in 1949; 

he went with his army to Taiwan), and (2) the invasion of Cuba in 1961. 

 



  Philip Graham and Ben Bradlee (two journalists)  
 

  
                                         and 
 



 
 
 
 
John Fitzgerald Kennedy  



 
Philip Graham and Ben Bradlee were gifted journalists whose rise to national 

importance was linked to helping their friend John Fitzgerald Kennedy get elected 

president. I will give some bionotes on Kennedy (JFK) first and then come back 

to the journalists. I regard JFK as a somewhat remarkable person whose political 

career was due to the ambition of his far more remarkable father. 

 

JFK was the oldest surviving child (after his elder brother Joseph died in military 

service in 1944) of Joseph Kennedy Sr., a very rich stock-broker and banker who 

was expert at ruthlessly fraudulent manipulations and at investing shrewdly in com-

modities, real estate, whisky, Hollywood film studios, etc.  Joseph Kennedy had 

married in 1914 the daughter of the mayor of Boston, John Fitzgerald. 

 



In 1932 Joseph Kennedy was one of two rich backers of FDR’s quest for the Demo-

cratic Party’s nomination for the presidency. In 1934-35 he headed, patriotically 

and brilliantly, a new national government agency, the Securities and Exchange 

Commission (SEC), devising rules to prevent many of the kinds of manipulatively 

fraudulent finance techniques which he himself had been so masterful at.  

 

In 1938-40 Joseph Kennedy was the US ambassador to Britain – but so unsuccess-

fully (he was basically pro-Hitler) that his ambition to become president became 

unfeasible (and anyway the opportunity was postponed by FDR’s decision in 1940 

to go for a third term), and so he set that goal instead for his eldest son (Joseph 

Kennedy Jr.) and then, when that young man died in wartime service, for JFK, 

whose political rise he funded and managed.  

 

 



JFK rose through the national legislative branch of government: first the House 

of Representatives and then the Senate. An example of PR-type glitter that his 

father bought for him was the opportunity he had in 1951 (early during his time 

in the House of Representatives) – to be interviewed at length on the weekly 

national television programme, “Meet the Press”. (A photo of that occasion 

is shown on the next page. Young JFK is on the far right, EKL on the far left.)  

 

For JFK to serve in an executive post, i.e. as a city mayor or state governor, would 

have entailed getting things done, which would inevitably have rendered him 

subject to some criticisms. For the same reason, his strategy as a member of 

the legislatures was to avoid sponsoring any legislation whatever. Philip Graham 

admired the “wisdom” of this strategy, which meant that JFK upon becoming 

president was devoid of experience in any kind of governing.  

 



 

 



 JFK’s candidacies would thus be based almost entirely on style and rhetoric. To 

compensate for his lack of initiative as a legislator, he published in 1955 a book 

entitled “Profiles of Courage” (drafted to a considerable extent by a ghost-writer 

who later drafted some of his most resounding speeches as president, though 

Philip Graham also wrote speeches for him). His father arranged for the book 

to win a prestigious national prize in 1957, and it echoed resonantly the fact 

that JFK had rendered courageous military service in the Navy in World War II. 

(When asked later how he had managed to become a war hero, he had a charm-

ing answer: “It was easy. They cut my PT boat in half.” A PT boat was a kind of 

patrolling, torpedo-armed fast-attack craft used by the Navy in those days. JFK 

had been in command of one which a big Japanese ship had crashed into on a 

pitch-black night in 1943.)  



A clever ploy in JFK’s campaign for the presidency helped cause a fiasco soon after 

he won the election. During each such campaign in the US, the CIA keeps the two 

main candidates abreast of certain secrets which they supposedly ought to know 

in order to conduct their campaigns responsibly with regard to national security. 

It so happened that the 1960 campaign (which JFK won) was the first one with 

a series of televised national debates between the main candidates: JFK for the 

Democratic Party and Vice-President Richard Nixon for the Republican Party (as 

President Eisenhower was about to retire). JFK and Nixon had each been duly 

informed that the CIA was planning an invasion of Cuba – to be conducted by 

Cuban exiles residing in Florida, trained by the US army, and equipped with tanks, 

ships, airplanes etc. – but the invasion was theoretically supposed to happen if 

and only if the CIA could confirm that the people of Cuba would most likely rise 

up against Castro when the exiles landed. JFK in the debates, knowing that Nixon 

could not responsibly reveal that such a plan was being developed, vigorously  



accused the Eisenhower administration of allowing a Communist dictatorship 

to flourish in Cuba: he would change that! It was an ostensibly gallant political 

stance to take during the Cold War and with Time magazine supporting the idea 

of an invasion of Cuba. This TV-debate ruse committed JFK, however, to carry out 

the plan (if elected) even if the people of Cuba would not favour the exiles. What 

ensued was a foreign-policy disaster – the invasion failed miserably – and a blow 

to responsible American journalists’ trust in the national government: JFK as 

president had leaned on his friends in journalism not to reveal to the American 

people that such an invasion was in the offing. One of those journalists he leaned 

on was Philip Graham, who was himself closely in touch with the CIA, helping it 

conduct in the USA a project, “Operation Mockingbird”, of influencing the news 

media to support CIA activities. American journalists knew about the impending 

invasion; and so too did the Cuban government; only the American public was 

kept ignorant.  



The US government also, at JFK’s behest, hired goons from the mafia (originally 

a south-Italian network of criminals, but active in big American cities as well) to 

assassinate Castro. The efforts failed – and then in November 1963 an emotion-

ally unstable ex-Marine and self-appointed quasi-member of an NGO in the US 

called the “Fair Play for Cuba Committee” assassinated JFK. 

 

More tragic than JFK’s assassination was his gradual build-up in 1962-63 of mil-

itary involvement in South Vietnam. By April of 1963 he realized privately that 

“We don’t have a prayer of staying in Vietnam. Those people hate us. They are 

going to throw our asses out of there”; and yet he said: “But I can’t give up that 

territory to the Communists and get the American people to re-elect me.” 

 



The tragedy was due to his putting his personal ambition ahead of the interests of 

the nation and of people abroad. His Secretary of State confided to EKL (who told 

me) that JFK, when presented with a set of alternative policy-choices to be sifted 

in regard to some problem, would ask, “If I take this choice, what will be my prob-

lem when you come next time to see me about this part of the world?”. whereas 

his successor as president (Lyndon Johnson) would at such moments ask, “If we 

take this choice, what will our problem be twenty years from now?”.  

 

JFK in private conversation with Ben Bradlee blamed the generals: “The first 

advice I’m going to give my successor is to watch the generals and to avoid 

feeling that because they were military men their opinions on military matters 

were worth a damn.” He was out of his depth. 



I should in fairness mention JFK’s two successful moments in foreign policy.  

(1) A year after the “Bay of Pigs” fiasco, he managed well the “Cuban missile 

crisis” by adopting a compromise which enabled the USSR to withdraw its missiles 

from Cuba without losing too much face. (2) He gave a stirring speech in West 

Berlin 22 months after the Communist East German government put up the “Ber-

lin Wall” to prevent its citizens from emigrating. Berlin was in the middle of East 

Germany and was, now that the wall had been put up, an ominously threatened 

haven of relative freedom; JFK said, at the beginning and end of his speech:   
 

“Two thousand years ago, the proudest boast was 'civis romanus sum' [meaning 
"I am a Roman citizen"]. Today, in the world of freedom, the proudest boast is 
'Ich bin ein Berliner ! ' ["I am a Berliner"] ... … ….  All free men, wherever they may 
live, are citizens of Berlin, and therefore, as a free man, I take pride in the words: 
'Ich bin ein Berliner ! ' .” 
 



 

 

 

(The speech was seconded by a formal State-Department declaration written by 

EKL, citing implicitly the 1776 “Declaration of Independence” by saying that the 

USA would defend the freedom of West Berlin with “our lives, our fortunes and 

our sacred honor”.)   

 

I should also mention, however, that JFK, by appointing his younger brother 

Robert to the position of national Attorney General, promoted a potentially 

disastrous tradition of nepotism at the highest levels of government in the USA. 

The potential for disaster is being realized under President Trump. 



 

Philip Graham’s career was brilliantly successful until 1963, but then became 

as tragic as JFK’s.   
 

In 1939-41, Graham graduated from Harvard Law School at the top of his class, 

served as a law clerk to two Supreme Court justices, and married the daughter 

of the owner of The Washington Post. After wartime military service in 1942-45, 

he became the managing editor and then in 1948 the main owner of that news-

paper as his father-in-law (who in the early ’30s had been chairman of the Federal 

Reserve Board, the managing committee of the equivalent in the US to the RBI 

in India) went on to serve for a while as the first president of the World Bank. In 

1954 Graham bought and immediately shut down the competing morning news-

paper in Washington. And then in 1961 he was persuaded by Ben Bradlee, who 

was working under EKL in the Washington bureau of Newsweek, to buy the maga-

zine when its owner at that time decided to put it up for sale.  



Ben Bradlee was from a prestigious ‘Boston Brahmin’ family (and was very proud 

of this). After wartime military service he went into journalism, at first with a 

small-town newspaper and then in 1948 as a reporter for The Washington Post. In 

1951 Graham helped him get a job in Paris at the US embassy, where he worked 

in the propaganda unit in coordination with the CIA. In 1954 he reverted to News-

week, initially replacing the Paris bureau chief and then serving in the Washington 

bureau. 
 

Bradlee was, like Graham, a personal friend of JFK. They helped JFK become 

president by having Newsweek, as soon as Graham bought it, pump for the 

Democratic Party more effectively than Time did for the Republican Party. They 

collaborated with great youthful energy and succeeded marvellously. I recall 

telling EKL (I was now 23 years old) that the first issue of the renewed Newsweek 

was so well written that “I couldn’t put it down” and had read the whole thing 

at one go.  



(Bradlee would, for the rest of his long life, look back with glowing nostalgia at the 

heady first few months of that work which he and Graham had done together.)    
 

But then came Graham’s personal tragedy. In 1962, now 47 years old, he was 

swept off his feet by a young lady from Newsweek’s Paris bureau. He even tried 

to make her his heiress. In January 1963, in a drunken stupor at a convention of 

media publishers which he attended together with her, he mentioned, publicly 

and truthfully, that Bradlee’s sister-in-law was a mistress of JFK. Graham was 

forthwith straitjacketed and committed to a psychiatric hospital.  
 

(That sister-in-law of his was murdered a few weeks before the 1964 presidential 

election. I needn’t discuss here why the only person accused of the murder was 

a poor Black man who so clearly had nothing to do with it that the court swiftly 

acquitted him. See www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/sep/06/from-mind-

control-to-murder-how-a-deadly-fall-revealed-the-cias-darkest-secrets.)  

 



In August 1963, Graham, dismayed by JFK’s performance as president and by the 

CIA’s manipulation (which he himself had abetted) of journalists in the USA, and 

constrained now to live under strenuous personal restrictions, committed suicide 

with a shotgun during a weekend visit home which he was allowed to make from 

the psychiatric hospital.  

 
Bradlee went on to flourish. Having replaced 

EKL at Newsweek, he deepened his friendship 

with JFK (they played golf together) and got 

thus a unique flow of inside information.  
 

In 1965 he became the Managing Editor of 

The Washington Post (owned now by Graham’s 

widow), and from 1968 to 1991 he served as   



its Executive Editor. He achieved more journalistic glory than Graham had done, 

while nourishing young reporters’ talents just as brilliantly as Graham had done. 

On one occasion, for instance, he sent, to a young reporter who had identified 

the wrong man in a front-page story, a handwritten note saying: 
   

“Let me tell you two things. Number one: If you make a mistake, tell me about it 
right away. And Number 2: you’re running in the fast lane now. You just fell flat 
on your face. Do you know what that means? Get the f*** up and run.”  (The 
censorship here is mine, not his.) 
 
In 1971 The Washington Post joined with The New York Times in a successful legal 

challenge against an attempt by President Nixon (elected in 1968) to prohibit pub-

lication of the “Pentagon Papers”, a set of officially secret government documents 

showing some embarrassing facts about what the officials in the Pentagon and  

 



the State Department 

had been saying to 

each other about the 

war in Vietnam. The 

photo reproduced 

here shows the re-

action of Graham’s 

widow and Bradlee  

upon hearing that the 

Supreme Court had 

ruled in favour of the 

newspapers.  

 



And then in 1972 Bradlee encouraged a pair of young Washington Post reporters 

to get to the bottom of the Watergate scandal (because of which Nixon resigned 

in 1973 from the presidency). (It seems to me that Nixon deserved to be hounded 

out of office, but that a balanced historical judgement of his presidency would 

take into account some remarkably good aspects of it, and perhaps most notably 

the founding of the Environmental Protection Agency. The Republican Party’s 

opposition to ecological science began later, with Reagan.)  
 

Bradlee in his retirement would occasionally make public remarks in the following 

vein: 
 

“Newspapers don’t tell the truth under many different, and occasionally innocent, 
scenarios. Mostly when they don’t know the truth. Or when they quote someone 
who does not know the truth. And more and more when they quote someone 
who is spinning the truth, shaping it to some preconceived version of a story that 



is supposed to be somehow better than the truth, omitting details that could be 
embarrassing. And finally, when they quote someone who is flat-out lying….” 
 
I sense here a veering away from one of the main guiding precepts – namely, 

to help a close personal friend win favour with the electorate – of his joyful col-

laboration with Graham in 1960-62 in news-reporting, and toward EKL’s ideal of 

striving for objective truthfulness in journalism. But it was not a complete change 

in that direction. Bradlee after his retirement did on one occasion mention, as 

an example of lying by a candidate for the presidency, that JFK had denied having 

Addison’s Disease, but he never (as far as I know) mentioned publicly that JFK had 

suffered also from Colitis, Prostatitis, and Osteoporosis of the lower back so pain-

ful that he couldn’t reach across the desk to take hold of a document. (JFK’s medi-

cal records show he was, though a relatively young man, sometimes taking more 

than ten medications at once – e.g. ritalin for stimulus, codeine, demerol and 

methadone for pain, meprobamate and librium for anxiety and barbiturates for 



sleep, plus thyroid hormone and injections of gamma globulin, and that during 

the Bay-of-Pigs fiasco and again during the Cuban missile crisis he took steroids 

for his Addison’s Disease, anti-spasmodics for his Colitis, painkillers for his back, 

antibiotics for his urinary-tract infections, antihistamines for his allergies and at 

least once an anti-psychotic drug to treat a severe mood-change which his wife 

thought was due to the antihistamines. 

 

(Nor did Bradlee ever mention in public, as far as I know, that his sister-in-law 

who had been intimate with JFK, and who was then murdered, had been taking 

LSD and wanted to get JFK to try it out.) 



Some concluding reflections 
 

One of my objectives in this text has been to suggest that the political power and 

cultural prestige of the USA peaked between the mid-1940s and mid-’60s, and to 

provide succinctly some information about the build-up to and decline from that 

peak.  

 

As for journalism: 

 

(1) It seems to me that, on the one hand, the more complicated the context, 

the more difficult it is to achieve objective reporting.  (Gandhi posted on the wall 

in his room at Sevagram a text, attributed to John Ruskin, warning him not to 

indulge in misleading people whilst shrewdly steering clear of an explicit lie: 

“The essence of lying is in deception and not in words; a lie may be told by 



silence, by equivocation, by the accent on a syllable, by the glance of the eye 

attaching a particular significance to a sentence; and all these kinds of lies are 

worse and baser by many degrees than a lie plainly worded.”)   
 

But on the other hand, if you admit – as scientists do and Gandhi did (and as the 

owners of Pravda and the owner of Time did not) – that you can at best only seek 

the truth of the matter without ever hoping to have found all of it, then journal-

istic objectivity is a worthwhile ideal.  
 

(2) Does being a friend of the powerful prevent a journalist from “speaking truth 

to power”? It seems to me the answer is “Not always.” (I think Steffens and EKL 

were better in that regard than Graham and Bradlee.) 
 

(3) Self-satisfying punditry is dangerous if it is not nourished sufficiently by 

(a) pause for reflection and (b) factual refreshment from honest and thorough 

investigative reporting.  



 

Appendix: There were quite a few other memorable journalists  
 

In this essay I focused on a small set of presidents and journalists because I could 

with that particular set tell an interesting and historically instructive overarching 

story. In an account of 20th-century American journalism, I would describe quite a 

few other eminent journalists equally worthy of attention. Four of them would be: 
 

• Norman Cousins. From 1940 to 1971 he was the editor in chief of a first-rate 

middlebrow culture magazine, called Saturday Review of Literature until 1952 and 

then Saturday Review. The great thing about him as a journalist was the care with 

which he maintained a relationship of honest mutual communication with the 

journal’s readers (the number of whom he built up to 6½ lakhs). A little example 

I happen to know of is that in 1954 an exceptionally smart teenage friend of mine  



wrote a letter to Cousins about a political issue in Korea, where the USA was at 

war. The issue which my friend’s letter described was not of broad interest in the 

USA, but within a fortnight he received from Cousins a two-page letter (single-

spaced typewritten) discussing it seriously.   

 

• I.F. Stone. He was an astonishingly diligent independent investigative journalist 

(his journal was entitled “I. F. Stone’s Weekly) of impeccable honesty in the 1950s  

and ’60s. (He was politically leftist. The FBI suspected he might be a USSR spy in the 

USA whose code-name was, the FBI had been told, “BLIN”. When FBI investigation 

showed that it wasn’t Stone, the FBI suspected EKL).  
 

• Ernie Pyle, the best World-War-II war correspondent, renowned for reporting 

what the war was really like for the soldiers.  
 

and 



• Seymour Hersh. He exposed in 1969 the Mỹ Lai Massacre in the Vietnam War 

(the name of the village, “Mỹ Lai”, happens to rhyme with “me lie”) and its cover-

up, and then in the 1970s the clandestine US bombing of Cambodia, and then in 

2004 the torture of detainees at the prison in Abu Ghraib, Iraq. (In another, more 

recent effort, he slipped up by relying on uncorroborated statements from single 

informants. An important precept in investigative reporting is that second-hand 

information is not to be described as factual unless it comes from at least two 

independent sources.)  
  


