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Chapter Thirty: 

Psychological Warfare 

 

Harry Truman described the Cold War as “a struggle, above all else, for the minds of men.” It 

would be lost, he told the American Society of Newspaper Editors in 1950, “unless we get the 

real story across to people in other countries.” Although Truman was eager to fold up the 

beleaguered Office of War Information when World War II ended, he kept alive its international 

propaganda programs, moving them to the State Department to give them a permanent home. 

There, Archibald MacLeish was stepping down as assistant secretary for public affairs and 

cultural relations, and William Benton, co-founder of the Benton & Bowles ad agency, was 

taking over.1 

                                                 
CHAPTER THIRTY: Psychological Warfare  
 
1 Harry Truman, “Address on Foreign Policy at a Luncheon of the American Society of Newspaper Editors,” 

4/20/1950, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=13768; Sidney Hyman, The Lives of William Benton 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), 306-308. Key sources on psychological warfare include Walter 

Hixson, Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture and the Cold War, 1945-1961 (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1997); 

Kenneth Osgood, Total Cold War: Eisenhower’s Secret Propaganda Battle at Home and Abroad (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 2006); Nicholas Cull, The Cold War and the United States Information Agency: 

American Propaganda and Public Diplomacy, 1945-1989 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).  

 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=13768


 Not everyone wanted to see the international propaganda efforts continue. Walter 

Lippmann—who had been offered, and rejected, MacLeish’s job—believed that government-

sponsored news outfits like the Voice of America compromised journalistic independence and 

democratic ideals. Improving America’s image abroad, Lippmann wrote in declining the job, 

wasn’t simply a “kind of advertising which can be farmed out to specialists in the art of 

managing public opinion.” It was “inseparable from leadership,” best carried out by statesmen, 

not flacks.2 

 Lippmann lost the argument. As tensions with the Soviet Union rose and Europe fell into 

disarray, the administration pressed forward. Truman approved a National Security Council 

white paper, known as NSC-4, calling for stronger and better-coordinated information programs. 

Benton pushed Congress to give explicit authorization for the programs, promoting a bill to start 

new international information activities, from shortwave broadcasts and a news service to artistic 

exchanges and overseas libraries. At first congressional suspicion of the State Department, 

especially among conservatives, kept the legislation bottled up. But as communism made inroads 

in Europe, sentiment coalesced around the need for a well-funded effort to counter Soviet 

propaganda. “Europe today has become a vast battlefield of ideologies in which words have to 

large extent replaced armaments as the active elements of attack and defense,” said a 

congressional report by Senator Alexander Smith of New Jersey and Representative Karl Mundt 

of South Dakota. The two men sponsored Benton’s bill, which became law in January 1948.3 

 The law established the first explicit overseas propaganda campaign during peacetime. 

Benton, like his predecessors in government information work, professed only to be 

disseminating factual information and avoided the word propaganda. The term he and other 

proponents of the new programs now favored was “psychological warfare” or “psy war”—

phrases General Dwight Eisenhower and his aides had used to describe the military campaigns to 

win foreign hearts and minds during the war. With its overtones of hard-nosed action, 

psychological warfare was also an easier sell to Congress.4 
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 Still, Congress, leery of executive-branch publicity, barred the government from 

propagandizing to domestic audiences. Like past prohibitions on propaganda, this ban was 

unenforceable, owing to the slippery definition of the term and to the blurry line between 

international and domestic messaging. So long as the government was burning up resources to 

proclaim communism’s evils and America’s virtues, domestic audiences were bound to inhale 

some of the vapors. Indeed, notwithstanding the ban, the administration helped produce a 

number of TV shows promoting its Cold War policies. From 1949 to 1951, the Defense 

Department produced The Armed Forces Hour, trumpeting the strength of the military services, 

which aired on NBC and the DuMont network. From 1950 to 1953, State produced The Marshall 

Plan in Action, which touted the plan’s success in fortifying European and Asian nations against 

Communist subversion. The White House also assisted in making NBC’s Battle Report—

Washington, which opened with John Steelman, Truman’s chief of staff, introducing “a firsthand 

account of what the federal government is doing in the worldwide fight against Communism.” 

The hearts and minds being targeted were not only to be found abroad.5 

*** 

If these TV shows danced up to the line of domestic propaganda, even more problematic were 

Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberation (later renamed Radio Liberty), purportedly private 

overseas broadcasters that were actually funded in part by the CIA. The pivotal figure in these 

operations was Charles Douglas (“C.D.”) Jackson, a veteran of Eisenhower’s wartime psy-war 

unit, who took over Radio Free Europe in 1951. Forty-nine years old, Jackson was resolutely 

unassuming in his appearance, with a soft face, alert eyes, and brown swept-back hair that had 

long since receded from its original hairline—all but impossible to pick out of a crowd in a 

Midtown Automat.6 
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 But Jackson’s plain demeanor concealed a cowboy personality and a taste for wild ideas. 

Labeled a “balloonatic” for his 1951 “Winds of Freedom” plan to send millions of propaganda-

bearing balloons into Poland and Czechoslovakia, Jackson was known to preach the virtues of 

“fanaticism.” He spoke derisively of “the hammer and sickle boys”—“fuzzy-headed, self-styled 

Liberals fascinated by this Russian mystery,” as he described them, “totally oblivious of the fact 

that they will be first ones stood up against a wall and shot if Communism were ever to take over 

in this country.” Another Jackson plan, floated during the trial of the atomic spies Julius and 

Ethel Rosenberg, involved “making one more crack” at extracting information from the tight-

lipped convicts by getting “some really skillful Jewish psychiatrist … to insinuate himself into 

their confidence.”7 

 But Jackson was no screwball. Raised in a well-to-do New York household, he had in his 

youth traveled widely, learned multiple languages, attended Princeton University, and climbed 

the Establishment ladder. Colleagues called him a “renaissance man” and “great idea man.” 

Several years after college, he joined his friend Henry Luce’s Time, Inc., which, despite his 

forays into government service, would long remain his home base. 

 Jackson became a devotee of psy war. A vocal interventionist before World War II, he 

logged stints for the State Department and the OWI. As the chief of the army’s Psychological 

Warfare Division, he impressed Eisenhower with his creativity and energy. (He also impressed 

Beatrice Eden, wife of British foreign secretary Anthony Eden, with whom he had an affair.) 

Even when Jackson returned to the Time empire, as publisher of Fortune, he stayed close to Ike. 

The two men became “great friends,” in the view of Abbot Washburn, a longtime colleague, and 

Eisenhower developed “enormous confidence in C.D. Jackson in the field of opinion-molding 

and propaganda and international actions and reactions.” 

 At Radio Free Europe, Jackson supported the decision to falsely represent these networks 

as purely private organizations. Doing so, he believed, would heighten their effectiveness. News 

emanating from the U.S. government had to be completely straight and factual or it would lose 

credibility. But at Radio Free Europe, he noted, “we can play tricks, we can denounce, we can 

take chances, we can act fast, all things that an official Government propaganda agency cannot 

                                                 
7 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. “Psychological Warfare: Can It Sell Freedom?” Reporter, 3/31/1953, 9-12. 



do.” That ability rested on a presumed separation from the U.S. government. The CIA’s support 

would remain concealed.8 

 Though Radio Free Europe was meant for overseas audiences, Americans were exposed 

to its messages. In 1950, the National Committee for a Free Europe, the parent group that ran the 

broadcasting outfits, undertook what it grandly billed as a “Crusade for Freedom” to fund its 

operations. Arthur Page led a gargantuan advertising and P.R. campaign involving theatrical 

films, TV shows, newspaper ads, parades, radio appeals, subway and bus posters, and a traveling 

ten-ton “Freedom Bell.” The crusade used ballyhoo worthy of George Creel to play up the 

American commitment to freedom and democracy for the oppressed minions of Eastern 

Europe—or, as one brochure called them, the “80 million sturdy people living between Germany 

and Russia … still in bondage.” Jackson enlisted Eastern European émigrés as researchers and 

prominent Americans such as Eisenhower and Luce as figureheads. By 1950 the public roundly 

supported an anti-Soviet foreign policy, so the Crusade for Freedom couldn’t be said to have 

swayed American opinion. But it did reinforce Manichaean interpretations of the conflict and 

confirmed the importance of freeing Eastern Europeans from Soviet domination. In so doing, it 

also showed the permeability of any imagined boundaries between domestic and international 

messages.9 

*** 

By the end of Truman’s presidency, many people both inside and outside the administration 

concluded that its propaganda efforts weren’t working well enough. The Soviet acquisition of the 

atomic bomb, the triumph of the Communists in China’s civil war, and the outbreak of the 

Korean War all fed fears of communism’s worldwide ascent. William Benton, now a senator 

from Connecticut, offered better psy war as the solution. It was, as C.D. Jackson liked to put it, a 

way “to win World War III without having to fight it.” Backed by a diverse swath of Senate 

colleagues, Benton called for “a Marshall Plan in the field of ideas.” 10  

                                                 
 
8 Shawn Parry-Giles, The Rhetorical Presidency, Propaganda, and the Cold War 1945-1953 (Westport: Praeger 

Publishers, 2002), 53. 
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10 C.D. Jackson, “Psychological Warfare,” Vital Speeches, 11/15/1951, 71-73. 



 The Truman administration joined the charge in 1950, launching what it called a 

“Campaign of Truth” that would combine robust advocacy with undistorted information. In his 

1950 speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors, Truman called for a bigger and 

better program. The Senate hearings to consider a larger budgetary appropriation, which took 

place as the Korean War was escalating, featured testimony from Eisenhower, George Marshall, 

and John Foster Dulles. The next year Truman established a Psychological Strategy Board, based 

in the White House, to coordinate the government’s psy-war efforts. The administration 

revamped its messaging, having concluded that its strident anti-Communist rhetoric was 

alienating the foreign citizens it hoped to court, adopting a softer tone. 

 None of these refinements brought noticeable improvement, however, and critics went 

after Truman. George Gallup, whose scientific pretensions had never fully masked his 

Republican leanings, began inveighing against the public “ignorance” that he feared could “lead 

the American people to decisions which they will regret.” The problem wasn’t a shortage of anti-

Communist resolve—which the public amply possessed—but a “lack of appreciation of 

ideological warfare.” Gallup noted, for example, that Americans resented the readiness of a 

famine-struck India to accept grain donations from Russia—a public relations coup for the 

Soviets. Understanding the Soviet offer as a ploy in a global battle for hearts and minds, Gallup 

argued, would encourage Americans to support their own government’s efforts to similarly 

cultivate the loyalties of non-aligned peoples.11 

 As the 1952 election neared, Gallup continued his attacks. He mocked Truman’s psy-war 

as “so feeble as to constitute little more than a gesture,” comparing it to an army of “a hundred 

men equipped with squirrel rifles.” The Russians, he noted, were propaganda heavyweights, 

publishing one hundred party-line newspapers in Western Europe alone. Facing such a huge 

enterprise with a rinky-dink force was like having put “a spindly two-year-old child into the ring 

with the world’s champion.” Gallup called for the creation of a new Cabinet department, a 

“Department of Ideological Warfare.” Having once endorsed the unerring good sense of public 

opinion, he now warned against the delusion that “only the gullible could be fooled by such 

                                                 
 
11 George Gallup, “What We Don’t Know Can Hurt Us,” NYTM, 11/4/1951, SM12, 50. 



tactics.” When the Senate empaneled a committee to consider the Truman psy-war programs, 

Gallup appeared as a star witness.12 

 The most important convert to psy war was Eisenhower, on whom Republicans were 

pinning their hopes of reclaiming the White House in 1952. In May 1952, C.D. Jackson, Abbott 

Washburn, and Arthur Page held a conference at Princeton of academic experts and government 

officials to explore Cold War psychological warfare. Its report declared that “political 

(psychological) warfare, properly employed, can win World War III for us without recourse to 

arms” and called for a “more dynamic and positive policy” to gain an edge over the Soviets. 

Jackson took the report to Ike, who praised it as “extremely interesting” and “of the utmost 

significance.” That fall, after winning the Republican nomination, Eisenhower placed Jackson in 

his speechwriting shop, where he earned a reputation for what chief speechwriter Emmet John 

Hughes called his “quickness of mind and patience of temper.”  

 Among the speeches Jackson wrote was a manifesto for psychological warfare, which 

Eisenhower delivered on October 8 in San Francisco. “Don’t be afraid of that term just because 

it’s a five-dollar, five-syllable word,” Eisenhower said. “Psychological warfare is the struggle for 

the minds and wills of men.” Taking aim at Truman for neglecting this dimension of Cold War 

strategy, Ike pledged to make it central to his own.13 

                                                 
 
12 George Gallup, “Why We Are Doing So Badly in the Ideological War,” Vital Speeches, 6/1/1952, 501-504; 

George Gallup, “The Battle We Are Losing,” Look, 12/2/1952, 101; WP, 4/2/1953, 6; J. Michael Hogan, “The 
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Brands (College Station: Texas A&M Press, 2000), 134-135. 

 
13 Emmet John Hughes, The Ordeal of Power: A Political Memoir of the Eisenhower Years (New York: Dell 
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(Garden City: Doubleday, 1963), 72-73.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Omitted:  

Chapter Thirty-One: 

Eisenhower Answers America 

(about the 1952 campaign and Ike’s ads)] 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two: 

Salesmanship and Secrecy 

 

On September 23, 1952, at NBC’s El Capitan Theatre in Los Angeles, one block from 

Hollywood and Vine, the television guru Ted Rogers was choreographing of a squad of 

cameramen, control-room operators, lighting men, and technicians in an all-day rehearsal of an 

important speech. The set was dressed up to resemble a middle-class suburban den. Draperies 

and a bookcase barely disguised the soundstage. Only the speaker was absent: Twenty minutes 

away at the Ambassador Hotel with his legal pads, tinkering with his draft, was California’s 

junior senator and Eisenhower’s running-mate, 39-year-old Richard Nixon. As a stand-in, Rogers 

hired a salesman of Nixon’s height and coloring to go through the paces in preparation for a 

speech that would reach the largest audience that any politician had ever enjoyed. 

 Days earlier, Nixon had convinced Eisenhower to let him deliver the talk in hopes of 

snuffing out a financial scandal. The New York Post had exposed a private bank account 

containing $18,000, which Nixon used to pay for travel between Washington and California and 

other costs not covered by his Senate expense account—a technically legal arrangement that 

nonetheless smacked of favor trading. Controversy engulfed the campaign. Leading Republicans, 

including some of Eisenhower’s aides, wanted Nixon off the ticket.1 
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 For six years Nixon had been a rising star. Hailing from conservative Southern 

California, he had won election to Congress in 1946 as part of a GOP sweep, in a campaign that 

played on resentment of big government and the promise of free enterprise. Distinguishing 

himself with his hard work, Nixon put his name to key legislation, and as a member of the House 

Un-American Activities Committee helped expose former State Department official Alger Hiss 

as a Soviet spy. His 1950 Senate campaign against Congresswoman Helen Gahagan Douglas, in 

which Nixon insinuated that the former actress was a communist shill—“pink right down to her 

underwear”—marked a nadir of dirty campaigning and earned him lasting enmity from liberals. 

Yet in 1952 Nixon—popular with the McCarthyite right wing of the GOP, yet also admired by 

Eastern Establishment types like Dewey—seemed the perfect vice presidential choice. 

Eisenhower, getting on in years, needed a youthful companion and an attack dog who could 

manhandle the Democrats while letting the general play the statesman. 

 Still, “Tricky Dick,” as he was known after the 1950 campaign, had lots of enemies, who 

found him viscerally off-putting. “He had,” said Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn, “the 

meanest face I’ve ever seen.” His thick knots of coarse black hair and ineradicable five-o’clock 

shadow enshrouded him in an cloak of gloom. His hyperbolic charges and imputations of bad 

faith—a cavalier disregard for the norms of political behavior—cast him as liberals’ most 

despised political enemy. “All the time I’ve been in politics,” said Harry Truman, “there’s only 

two people I hate, and he’s one.” The fund’s exposure gave the Nixon haters hope that their 

nemesis might get his comeuppance.2 

                                                 
2 D.B. Hardeman and Donald Bacon, Rayburn: A Biography (Austin: Texas Monthly Press, 1987), 382; Merle 

Miller, Plain Speaking: An Oral Biography of Harry S. Truman (New York: Putnam, 1974), 135. 
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 When Nixon arrived at the El Capitan, he practiced posing in a variety of stances before 

taking his seat behind the desk. Donning an earnest demeanor, he looked into the camera as the 

red light blinked on. He opened by explaining the fund’s relatively innocuous purpose and noting 

(as had been reported the day before) that Adlai Stevenson kept a similar account—a tidbit that 

kept the Democrat from making more of the issue. Nixon went on to paint himself as a 

quintessential American everyman. Drizzling his self-portrait with syrupy touches, Nixon spoke 

melodramatically about his trying childhood and the struggles he and his wife, Pat, faced, “like 

so many of the young couples who may be listening to us.” In a jab at the Truman scandals in 

which officials took furs as bribes, Nixon added: “I should say this, that Pat doesn’t have a mink 

coat. But she does have a respectable Republican cloth coat. And I always tell her that she’d look 

good in anything.” As a crowning touch, he invoked a gift to his daughters, “a little cocker 

spaniel dog…black-and-white spotted. And our little girl, Tricia, the six-year-old, named it 

Checkers. And the kids love the dog and … regardless of what they say about it, we’re gonna 

keep it.” Nixon ended by enjoining his audience to telegram the Republican National Committee 

to say whether he should stay on the ticket. 

 Most people wanted Nixon to stay. “The telephone switchboard is lit up like a Christmas 

tree,” crowed Rogers. Millions of letters and telegrams poured in, heavily pro-Nixon, praising 

him for baring his soul and his finances. “We were overwhelmed by the sincerity of your speech 

last night,” wrote Jeanne Wells of Artesia, California, who mailed her letter because of hour-long 

queues at the telegraph offices. “Your honesty and sincerity are unquestionable,” wrote the 

animator Bill Hanna of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Productions, on Tom-and-Jerry stationery. 

“Count my Democratic vote for ‘Ike and Dick.’”3 

                                                 
3 Richard Nixon, Six Crises (Garden City: Doubleday, 1962), 118. Assorted letters, RNPPS9.  
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 The key judgment, of course, would be Eisenhower’s. Bruce Barton had urged that Ike’s 

reaction be “expertly stage managed.” “He and Mrs. Eisenhower—no advisers, no managers, just 

the two of them” —should be shown watching the speech alone. But Ike chose to view the 

address with a group of advisers, who gathered in a manager’s office at the Cleveland auditorium 

where the general was to speak. The general’s reaction echoed the general reaction: “Your 

presentation was magnificent!” Ike wired Nixon, before telling the Ohio crowd that he would 

rather have “one courageous, honest man” at his flank than “a whole boxcar full of 

pussyfooters.”4 

 The notion that Americans might see Nixon as an authentic tribune of the middle class 

enraged Stevenson supporters. “On the level of political soap opera, there can be no question of 

the effectiveness of the Nixon performance,” wrote Max Lerner, now a columnist for the New 

York Post. “The pretty and adoring wife, the mortgages on the houses, the saga of a poor boy 

who became senator—these were sure-fire stuff.” Lerner insisted that he expected voters would 

be able to “strip away the phony from the real,” but when it became clear that most people did 

not think Nixon a phony, liberals blamed the high-tech staging, the power of television, and, as 

the New York Times wrote, “the genius of American advertising agencies.” Lerner, who had once 

tried to put the intelligentsia’s fear of propaganda in sober perspective, now fell prey to similar 

fears. “Ask yourself whether you are fool enough to fall for one of the slickest and sleaziest fake 

emotion routines that ever gulled a sentimental people,” he challenged his readers. “The lesson 

of the Nixon case now is how a cynical group of men, using money and the new communication 

                                                 
 
4 Barton to Ben Duffy, 9/23/1952, BBP, Box 19; Earl Mazo, Richard Nixon: A Political and Personal Portrait (New 

York: Harper, 1959), 132. 
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arts and the tried and true techniques of the propaganda masters, can stand an issue of morality 

on its head and make the faker appear the martyr.”5 

 As primitive as the set of the Checkers speech was, as amateurish as the camerawork 

appeared, Lerner wasn’t alone in deeming it all to be dangerously deceptive. Walter Lippmann, 

an Eisenhower supporter, called the speech a “disturbing experience” that was, “with all the 

magnification of modern electronics, simply mob law.” Memories of the German populace 

rallying to Nazism remained vivid; with Joe McCarthy riding high, the public’s responsiveness 

to right-wing demagoguery was palpable. Nixon, many feared, was a television-age successor to 

Long and Coughlin.6 

 The notion that the masses were being fooled carried uncomfortable implications. Stewart 

and Joe Alsop, who wrote a syndicated column together, reported that some of their readers 

claimed to see past the speech’s melodrama even as they believed “the common people” 

couldn’t. Likewise, the New York Post editorialized, “On many occasions during the last few 

days we have heard the same remark from a lot of journalists, scholars, and gentlemen: ‘I know 

the Nixon speech was strictly soap opera, but you can’t expect the ordinary guy to see through 

it.’” Wishfully, however, the Post’s editors affirmed that “most of the people know the 

difference between a slick press agent’s mind and a responsive human heart.”7 

 History remembered Nixon’s performance as the “Checkers speech,” the name mocking 

Nixon’s maudlin touches and strained performance. But if liberals were justified in distrusting 

                                                 
5 NYP, 9/24/1952, 44; NYP, 9/25/1952, 26. 

 
6 Steel, Lippmann, 483. 

 
7 WP, 10/19/1952, 5B; NYP, 9/26/1952, 41. 
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Nixon’s resort to public relations, their reaction to the speech, like Stevenson’s response to 

Eisenhower’s ads, showed the enduring power of the old fears of propaganda. Instead of 

grappling with the appeal of Eisenhower and Nixon’s message, liberals found solace in ascribing 

the defection of Democratic voters to the insidious powers of broadcasting and Madison Avenue 

and the deceptions of its most odious practitioners. 

*** 

Stevenson had wryly warned that Ike’s election would mean the eclipse of the New Dealers by 

the Car Dealers, and, as predicted, the businessmen with whom Eisenhower stocked his Cabinet 

showed a distinct comfort with the ethos of salesmanship. “Politics these days is like a business,” 

explained Republican National Committee chairman Len Hall. “First you set up a real business 

shop. … Then you sell your candidates and your programs the way a business sells its products.” 

Governing, as much as campaigning, was now suffused with the language and techniques of 

marketing.8 

 “We all suddenly realized we were busy manufacturing a product down here, but nobody 

was selling it,” an administration aide told the Wall Street Journal a few months into Ike’s 

presidency. So the White House created an office to do just that. Heading it was a Seattle 

mortgage banker named Walter Williams, dubbed by Ike “the greatest salesman in the world.” 

Williams had led Citizens for Eisenhower and served briefly in the Commerce Department. 

Though it would take two decades before Nixon, as president, created an actual White House 

Office of Communications, Williams’s shop was a prototype and precedent. When 

administration officials went on TV or radio, his small staff would furnish talking points—

                                                 
8 Lester Seligman, “The President Is Many Men,” Antioch Review, 16:3 (Autumn 1956), 314. 

 



 

 DRAFT – DRAFT – DRAFT  14 

 

 

 

 

 

 
© David Greenberg 

  Please do not cite, quote, or share without author’s permission 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

simply “the facts,” administration sources insisted—so that they wouldn’t “get tied in knots” on 

the air. The new unit also aggressively promoted Eisenhower’s accomplishments to reporters: its 

aid to drought-stricken farmers, its improvement of public housing, its “hard money” economic 

policies.9 

 Besides Williams, Eisenhower also employed a who’s who of experts who would, 

Guylay said, “rely on scientific methods [rather] than on instinct alone,” in selling his policies. 

Ike’s younger brother, Milton, who had schooled the general in his army days on wooing 

reporters, remained a trusted adviser. Sig Larmon of Young & Rubicam, a confidant, declined 

the president’s requests to join the White House staff but served on ad hoc committees and 

offered regular counsel. Arthur Page, who had helped spin Hiroshima, joined “Operation 

Solarium,” Ike’s project to draft a defense strategy. Edward Bernays was brought in to help when 

Joe McCarthy attacked the new United States Information Agency. Bruce Barton, though 

rebuffed in his modest offer to reorganize “the whole public relations and propaganda machinery 

of government,” built a relationship with Nixon through private Manhattan dinner briefings. 

BBD&O furnished a poll-hungry Eisenhower with weekly survey research, while Gallup and 

other pollsters also shared data. The heavy reliance on public relations men was noted with 

dismay by the press. “There’s too much BBD&O,” groused New York Times correspondent Bill 

Lawrence.10 

                                                 
9 WSJ, 8/19/1953, 1, 6; Miller, “Can Government Be ‘Merchandised’?” 15; Kelley, Professional Public Relations, 2. 
10 LRG-OH, 52-55; L. Richard Guylay, “Public Relations,” in James Cannon, Politics U.S.A.: A Practical Guide to 

the Winning of Public Office (Garden City: Doubleday, 1960), 265; Griese, Arthur W. Page, 369; Bernays, 

Biography, 792; Fried, The Man Everybody Knew, 219; Eisinger, Evolution, 113-117; “The President & the Press,” 

Time, 10/26/1953, 63-64. 
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 Of all Ike’s information managers, the most visible was his press secretary, James C. 

Hagerty, 42, formerly a newspaperman and aide to Tom Dewey. The son of a New York Times 

reporter, who never forgot his boyhood meeting with Teddy Roosevelt at Sagamore Hill, he grew 

up steeped in politics and adopted a “Front Page” demeanor. “A long and slightly drooping upper 

lip gave him a passing resemblance to Humphrey Bogart,” reporter James Deakin recalled; “his 

accent was Sidewalks of New York.” A hard drinker, Hagerty was also a hard worker who 

reportedly declined to tell Eisenhower about his son’s upcoming wedding because, he said, “I 

knew he’d make me go.” For eight years, Hagerty manned the front lines of Ike’s press relations, 

serving as the government’s face and chief information provider. This held true even during 

crises, such as when news broke that the Soviet Union had launched its Sputnik satellite and 

Eisenhower had already decamped to his Gettysburg farm. When Ike had a heart attack in 1955, 

he instructed his physician, “Tell Jim to take over.”11 

 Hagerty briefed the press twice a day, and, judging by the volume of phone calls he 

received—perhaps 500 daily—his workload outstripped that of his predecessors. Through his 

pale-green office passed an unending stream of columnists, newsreel men, visiting editors, and 

other journalists, from whom he might be summoned away at any moment by a buzzer under his 

desk when the president called. Hagerty coordinated publicity with the departments and agencies 

and briefed Cabinet members who were going before the press. Above all, he managed the 

president’s roughly biweekly press conferences in the Indian Treaty Room. Though diminished 

                                                 
11 Joseph Kraft, “The Dangerous Precedent of James Hagerty,” Esquire, 6/1959, 91; Robert Rutland, “President 

Eisenhower and His Press Secretary,” Journalism Quarterly, 34:4 (December 1957), 452; “Authentic Voice,” Time, 

1/27/1958, 18. 
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in frequency since FDR’s day, much to reporters’ irritation, these sessions were still the 

president’s main forum for interacting with the newsmen.12 

 Hagerty followed the Truman-era practices, spending considerable time in the days 

before a press conference anticipating questions, drafting answers, and reviewing them with the 

president. His chief modification—the introduction of television cameras—wouldn’t come until 

1954, but even before that he made small changes that gave the sessions extra formality. For one 

thing, Eisenhower often opened with his own scripted policy statements, which tightened his 

control over the sessions. They set the agenda for the questioning that followed and, owing to the 

president’s meandering speech, they chewed up the reporters’ question time. The conferences 

evolved into a showcase for the president rather than a true opportunity to probe his thinking. 

Hagerty also planted questions (which other press secretaries had done as well) to make Ike’s 

disclosures seem spontaneous. Most important, Hagerty put the press conferences on the record. 

Though the gesture was meant to foster greater openness, the effect was to make everyone—

especially the president—more circumspect. The old, intimate give-and-take thus continued to 

devolve into a formal public ritual.13 

 Although Hagerty got on well with the correspondents, who liked his wiseguy persona, 

and although his practices weren’t much different from those of Steve Early or Charlie Ross, 

reporters still came to resent his practice of withholding, slanting, and inflecting the news. 

Hyperbolically, the journalists charged Hagerty with harming democracy through his treatment 

of them. “The discourse between government and the people by means of the news 

                                                 
 
12 Milton Mackaye, “Ike’s Man Friday,” SEP, 5/1960, 35, 54; “Authentic Voice,” Time, 1/27/1958, 18; Rutland, 

“Eisenhower,” 453. 

 
13 “Direct from the President,” Time, 12/28/1953, 47. 



 

 DRAFT – DRAFT – DRAFT  17 

 

 

 

 

 

 
© David Greenberg 

  Please do not cite, quote, or share without author’s permission 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

communications system,” the reporter Joseph Kraft hyperventilated, “has been grievously 

impaired.”14 

 One reason the press reporters felt constantly managed was the administration’s 

remorseless salesmanship. As the executive branch under Eisenhower inexorably grew, so did 

the channels for executive publicity, and there were no obvious boundaries between the 

government’s legitimate provision of information and its promotion of propagandistic fare. Just 

as congressional Republicans a decade earlier had investigated charges that the New Deal 

information bureaus were serving up partisan propaganda, now Eisenhower’s publicity officers 

generated concern on the left. Laments of the sort that Stevenson had voiced in 1952 continued 

throughout Ike’s presidency, as journalists stitched together Reeves’s spots, Nixon’s Checkers 

speech, Whitaker and Baxter’s consulting gospel, and Walter Williams’s new White House 

office into an ominous portrait of an administration full of hucksters and powerful manipulators. 

 But the growth of government publicity wasn’t the sole reason—or even the main 

reason—for the press’s unhappiness. The new discontent owed at least as much to the 

administration’s fetish for secrecy, which was itself a bequest not of Eisenhower’s businessman 

friends but of the gusty winds of the Cold War. 

*** 

The Cold War intensified the government’s resolve to control the flow of information to 

reporters, and, by extension, the public. In the Truman years, the president and other senior 

government officials had urged the media to voluntarily refrain from publishing information that 

might compromise national security. Eisenhower fully shared this concern. He believed, 

                                                 
 
14 Kraft, “Dangerous Precedent,” 91-94. 
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moreover, that the dire global challenges he faced—the Korean War, the hydrogen bomb, the 

question of whether foreign nations would choose Communism or liberal democracy—

demanded a level of secrecy that otherwise obtained only in wartime. This urgency led him and 

Hagerty to shut journalists out of the usual channels of information. Reporters learned little about 

America’s atomic program, less still about the foreign coups that the CIA aided or fomented. 

Often these episodes were concealed by bogus cover stories. 

 Ike’s secrecy took many forms. He expanded the doctrine of executive privilege to justify 

withholding information from Congress and the public. Like most of his predecessors (and 

successors), he fumed over leaks; on occasion, he used the FBI to investigate how sensitive 

information had appeared in the press. Most infamously, he deliberately misled the press when a 

CIA pilot on a covert reconnaissance mission, Frances Gary Powers, was shot down over the 

Soviet Union; Ike said that the U-2 was a weather plane. Only after Moscow produced the pilot 

did he own up to the deception, which he later regretted. Asked in 1962 about his greatest error 

as president, he said, “The lie we told about the U-2.”15 

 The management of information colored domestic life as well, in more subtle ways. As 

described by social critics such as David Riesman and William S. Whyte, society in the 

Eisenhower years came to be dominated by large, hierarchical institutions that encouraged a 

deference to authority. Ike’s rhetoric reflected the corporate ethos. Unlike FDR’s chattiness or 

Truman’s earthiness, Eisenhower’s bureaucratic verbiage—far from a clever ruse designed to 

throw reporters off his trail—revealed an impersonal, institutional habit of mind. Like his 

standoffish policies toward reporters, his corporate diction reflected his faith in his 

                                                 
15 David Wise, The Politics of Lying: Government Deception, Secrecy, and Power (New York: Random House, 

1973), 35; Hanson Baldwin, “Managed News: Our Peacetime Censorship,” Atlantic, 4/1963, 54. 
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administration’s managers while relegating the press and the public to a spectatorial role. His 

personal remoteness further diminished their sense of belonging to a common project.16 

 It was in this context—expanded and professionalized salesmanship, Cold War secrecy, 

technocratic management—that reporters concluded that Eisenhower, Hagerty, and the 

administration were “managing the news,” as James Reston put it in testimony before Congress. 

Reston’s phrase became the reigning Cold War synonym for publicity. Born at a time when 

global exigencies afforded government officials an uncommon degree of deference from the 

press corps, news management suggested something more ominous than the mere media 

exposure gained by Wilson’s speeches to Congress, more stealthy than the image-craft refined by 

Coolidge’s publicity men, more purposeful than the massaging of public opinion by FDR. It 

implied an insidious restriction of the flow of news more appropriate to wartime than to what 

was nominally peace. It wasn’t, in the end, any personal villainy on Hagerty’s part that gave the 

news under Eisenhower its managed flavor. It was the Cold War itself.17 

                                                 
16 “The President & the Press,” Time, 10/26/1953, 63-64. The notion that Eisenhower deliberately spoke in bad 

prose is a myth rooted in a single statement Ike made to Hagerty before a press conference: “Don’t worry, Jim; if 

that question comes up I’ll just confuse them.” In fact, the comment showed not that Ike misspoke on purpose but 

that, aware of his inarticulateness, he could joke about its unintended benefits. Normally he was more thin-skinned. 

He told Arthur Krock, “What the hell if I leave out verbs, hitch singular nouns to plural verbs and all that? They 

know what I mean, and that’s what’s important.” Arthur Krock, “Private Memorandum,” 7/7/1960, AKP, Box 31. 

 
17 Kraft, “Dangerous Precedent,” 94; Schudson, Discovering the News, 170. 
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Chapter Thirty-Three: 

Robert Montgomery and Ike-TV 

 

Dwight Eisenhower wasn’t known for crazy ideas, but his administration was responsible for one 

of the loopier experiments in the annals of presidential spin. Urged from early in his presidency 

to make himself into what Henry Cabot Lodge called “the ‘T.V.’ President”—a leader who 

visited American living rooms regularly, winning the public’s trust, regard, and affection—Ike 

decided to have network cameras broadcast his Cabinet meetings. Like FDR, who had conjured 

intimacy by seeming to speak to each of his radio listeners individually, Ike would win people’s 

trust by using what the TV people called the “keyhole technique”—letting viewers peer in on 

supposedly high-level deliberations. In the spring of 1953, a BBD&O staffer came to 

Washington to stage a televised session between Ike and his Cabinet secretaries, ensconced in 

comfortable leather chairs, as they plodded through an agenda of topical issues. Working off a 

44-page BBD&O script, produced by Bill Wood of CBS, the program was a dud, as the stilted 

dialogue failed to impress. Viewers felt not like flies on the wall of an insiders’ meeting but 

witnesses to what the Times called “the newest television panel show with a homey, chatty 

approach.” Undermining the effect further was the spate of news stories that detailed the artifice 

involved, replete with accounts of technicians and ad men who “scurried through the lobby in a 

bustle of preparations,” as the New York Post wrote, and the “cue cards … set up out of camera 

range.” A second effort the next year, in which the Cabinet secretaries tried to affect greater 

informality, also fizzled.1 

                                                 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: Robert Montgomery and Ike-TV 

 
1 NYT, 6/4/1953, 25; “Half Hour in the Living Room,” Time, 6/15/1953, 24; Samuel Becker, “Presidential Power: 

The Influence of Broadcasting,” Quarterly Journal of Speech, 47:1 (February 1961), 17. A key source on television 

and the presidency throughout the postwar era is Robert Donovan and Ray Scherer, Unsilent Revolution: Television 

News and American Public Life, 1948-1991 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992).  
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 The use of TV for public appeals was part of a plan. At the start of Ike’s first term, C.D. 

Jackson called the move into presidential television “a must.” Hagerty saw it as a way to 

circumvent the newspapermen. “To hell with slanted reporters,” he wrote in his diary, “we’ll go 

directly to the people who can hear exactly what Pres said without reading warped and slanted 

stories.” Eisenhower’s gut at first told him no. “I can think of nothing more boring for the 

American public than to have to sit in their living rooms for a whole half hour and look at my 

face on their television screens,” he said. But he again trusted in the experts’ advice. So it had 

been during the campaign; so it would be for the next eight years. 2 

 The world of TV was uncharted terrain, and White House aides groped about in trying to 

exploit the medium. One superficially appealing idea was to have Eisenhower give televised 

“Fireside Chats,” and several of his broadcasts were labeled as such. Ike failed to recapture 

FDR’s magic using that fabled phrase, though he would not be the last president to try.3 

 But if the televised Fireside Chats and Cabinet meetings flopped, some administration 

officials did develop a facility with the medium. Hagerty pushed senior aides to learn the official 

talking points and use the popular Sunday-morning panel shows—“Meet the Press,” “Face the 

Nation,” and others, newly transplanted from radio—to garner Monday headlines. Secretary of 

State John Foster Dulles was especially skilled at getting his speeches aired, whether he was 

addressing the United Nations or a 4-H Club. When Dulles traveled, as he often did, he toted 

around a collapsible lectern to hold forth from any airport tarmac. What he achieved in quantity, 

though, he squandered in quality, coming across as colorless and drab. (“Dull, duller, Dulles,” 

ran a popular quip.) Eisenhower himself, though hardly a scintillating presence, complained to 

his friend William Robinson, publisher of the Herald Tribune, about Dulles’s dreary small-

                                                 
 
2 Craig Allen, “News Conferences on TV: Ike-Age Politics Revisited,” Journalism Quarterly, 70:1 (March 1993), 

18; Kumar, “Source Material,” 185. 

 
3 CT, 9/20/1953, N-D9; NYT, 5/24/1956, 16. On later attempts to use Fireside Chats, see William Leuchtenburg, In 

the Shadow of FDR: From Harry Truman to Bill Clinton, 2nd ed., rev. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993 

[1983]), 113, 189. 
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screen appearances. Still, the president indulged Dulles’s preening, even joining his secretary on 

occasion in a televised sit-down after Dulles’s trips, as if to leave the impression that the 

secretary were being debriefed in real time for all to see. These sessions, too, yielded mixed 

results. A 1955 appearance in which Dulles spoke to Ike and a handful of other officials—

notable mainly as the first time viewers saw the inside of the Oval Office—was judged by The 

New Republic “in technical terms … a brilliant half hour” that gave Eisenhower a “place near 

Franklin Roosevelt as an innovator in the art of political communication.” But in a program 

featuring just Eisenhower and Dulles, the secretary of state prattled on for twenty minutes about 

a recent NATO meeting, which the cameras framed in a two-shot. In full view of the TV 

audience, Ike—who had heard it all before—sat passively, playing with his eyeglasses, tugging 

on his suit, and scanning the room as if uninterested in following his secretary’s stream of 

verbiage. When Ike spoke, Dulles was caught looking at his watch.4 

 The most successful use of television was the airing of Eisenhower’s press conferences. 

Under Truman, reporters had begun quoting the president directly, and under Ike Hagerty had 

already brought in a stenographer, released transcripts, and in one instance authorized the radio 

broadcast of a White House-made recording. The television networks, which were gaining 

viewers and power, pushed to be included. Hagerty at first blanched, arguing that the room 

would have to be lit up “like a Hollywood premiere,” destroying what little was left of the 

easygoing atmosphere. But with the development of faster film, he reconsidered. In 1954, he 

readied for the shift, staging a mock press conference at which he played the part of the 

president. He screened the results with Chief of Staff Sherman Adams and Ike in the White 

House basement. They concluded the risk was worth taking.5 

                                                 
 
4 LRG-OH, 65-67; “The President & the Press,” Time, 10/26/1953, 63-64; “The Peacemaker,” Time, 8/13/1951; WP, 

5/18/1955, 1, 13; Roger Kennedy, “Television,” TNR, 5/30/1955, 22; NYT, 5/18/1955, 10; NYT, 12/24/1957, 22; 

Stephen Whitfield, The Culture of the Cold War, 2nd ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996 [1991]), 

156-57; Robert Montgomery, Open Letter from a Television Viewer (New York: J. H. Heineman, 1968), 65-69. 

 
5 JCH-OH, 79. 
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 On January 19, 1955, Eisenhower held the first filmed presidential press conference. 

With six lights beaming down on the president and Leroy Anderson of NBC manning a single 

camera, 218 reporters—many wearing “television blue” shirts that were supposed to show up 

well on black-and-white screens—shuffled into the Indian Treaty Room, some consigned to 

balcony. Amid the splendor of marble and gold leaf, utilitarian gray folding chairs were 

incongruously set in close ranks as Eisenhower stood behind bulbous microphones on a 

serviceable businessman’s desk. “We are trying a new experiment,” he announced, proceeding to 

speak and field questions for a half hour. Before the footage aired, Hagerty, ever the news 

manager, oversaw its editing—a condition he had imposed on the broadcasts. All four networks 

showed it that night.6 

 The decision to televise the parleys provoked much commentary, much of it focused on 

the implications for democracy. Jack Gould of the New York Times, who had been touting the 

idea of for years, rhapsodized that the televised conferences could be pumped into schoolhouses 

to awaken a civic spirit in children. He declared the experiment “an example of democracy at 

work.” While acknowledging the president’s abundant preparations, Gould nonetheless 

marveled, “The press conference proved, if further proof were needed, that in television no 

staged program can compare with actuality itself.”7 

 Others feared that yoking television to presidential power would diminish the public’s 

role in political life. One worry was that turning the once-cozy gathering into a spectacle—with 

the president now standing behind a podium instead of his desk, with lights, cameras, and a keen 

awareness of the television audience—would further discourage both the reporters and the 

president from offering candid remarks. Another was that television would augment the White 

                                                 
 
6 Cabell Phillips, “Q. and A. on the Press Conference,” NYTM, 2/13/1955, 213; NYT, 1/20/1955, 1, 13; “New 

Channel,” Time, 1/31/1955, 15. 

 
7 NYT, 1/23/1953, 26; NYT, 2/28/1954, X11; NYT, 1/20/1955, 39. 
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House’s power to set the agenda and frame the news at the expense of Congress, the opposition 

party, the press, or the public. Print journalists agonized about power shifting to the broadcasters, 

whom they considered not kindred members of the Fourth Estate but slick professionals, part of a 

new image culture. “The newcomers are smart, able, alert, more self-possessed in televised 

questioning than newsmen and generally better paid, but their job is largely pictorial and 

representational,” wrote T.R.B. of The New Republic. “They want a nice color story or a good 

photographic image; radio and TV men do not dig out contradictions from politicians; they rarely 

crusade.” Most troublesome of all was the unholy alliance between the networks and the White 

House—a collaboration underscored by Hagerty’s unilateral editing of the press conferences. 

“Censorship from the White House,” said James Wechsler of the New York Post, was being 

“supinely accepted”—news management in its rawest form. As the novelty and thrill faded, 

though, so did the complaints. Most networks stopped airing the press conferences with much 

regularity. Instead, the networks themselves began choosing excerpts to broadcast on the evening 

news, reclaiming a measure of control.8 

 Although Eisenhower voiced the common presidential complaint that the press 

emphasized the trivial and downplayed the significant, overall he considered the “information 

reaching the public from my press conferences” to be “accurate and well ‘played.’” White House 

aides also claimed that newspapermen now strove harder for accuracy because the cameras were 

rolling. Hagerty, confiding in his diary, saw a simpler result: The televised conferences, he said, 

were a “very potent way of getting the President’s personality and viewpoints across, … almost 

the same thing as the start of Roosevelt’s Fireside Chats.”9 

*** 

                                                 
8 Kumar, “Presidential Press Conferences,” 183; T.R.B. “Washington Wire,” TNR, 2/14/1955, 2; NYT, 5/24/1956, 

16; ABC & DuMont did continue to run the press conferences, but DuMont folded in 1955. 

 
9 Montgomery, Open Letter, 64. 
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As television assumed a central place in presidential communications, it placed a new premium 

on the president’s physical appearance, even more than photography had. Accordingly, 

Eisenhower turned to a new guru. The fiftyish actor-producer Robert Montgomery became, 

wrote Jack Gould, “the first man in professional show business to have a permanent office in the 

White House.” Youthful-looking, dark-haired, and always turned out in the latest style—he 

bummed cigarettes because carrying his own packs ruined the cut of his suits—Montgomery, 

though once nominated for an Oscar, was something of a journeyman. He had a longstanding 

taste for politics, acting in Norman Corwin’s radio plays for the Office of Facts and Figures 

during World War II, serving as president of the Screen Actors Guild, and hosting his own radio 

show, A Citizen Views the News, on which he denounced the Communist infiltration of labor 

unions. Enchanted by the promise of television, Montgomery—like another actor then reaching 

the limits of his box-office potential, Ronald Reagan—became the host of a weekly program,  

Robert Montgomery Presents, which ran from 1950 to 1957 and extended the actor’s career. (It 

also featured the debut of the host’s daughter Elizabeth, who would later achieve fame on the 

sitcom Bewitched.)10 

 Montgomery advised and actively supported Eisenhower in 1952, speaking to Republican 

party dinner audiences about the need to counter the Democrats’ “beguiling propaganda of 

something-for-nothing.” At some point during the next year, Hagerty noted, “we suddenly 

realized that nobody on the press staff knew much about telecasting,” and in December 1953, the 

White House public relations team invited Montgomery in for a visit. A breakfast meeting with 

the president followed, and soon Montgomery was working as an unpaid producer and coach. 

(His Hollywood salary rendered a second paycheck unnecessary.) Montgomery worked closely 

with Ike to help him assay a variety of on-air formats. These ranged from the Christmas Eve 

“Fireside Chat” of 1953 to Ike’s 1956 convention speech to the State of the Union addresses to 

                                                 
10 Jack Gould, “TV Techniques on the Political Stage,” NYTM, 4/25/1954, SM12; Sam Boal, “Robert Montgomery 

Presents,” Coronet, 9/1954, 87. 
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Congress, which had already evolved into an elaborately planned, cast-of-thousands production 

involving speechwriters, policy wonks, and assorted communication experts.11 

 Over time, Montgomery tweaked Ike’s new look down to the last detail: clothing, 

cosmetics, gestures, stance, lighting, camera angles, delivery. Fussing over Ike’s wardrobe, he 

traded dark gray suits for light ones and striped shirts for blues; banishing Eisenhower’s black 

horn-rimmed glasses, he instructed the president to either read his cue cards without them, or use 

Lucite replacements. Softer lights and liberally applied make-up eliminated what one critic 

called “that washed-out look,” and a three-inch base under the president’s lectern kept him from 

bending his neck while reading—a gesture that had shown too much of his always problematic 

pate. Montgomery pulled the president out from behind his White House desk, urged him to flash 

his bright smile, and experimented with the teleprompter and cue cards. When he caught 

Eisenhower delivering his remarks into the wrong camera, he signaled the president to shift his 

gaze. Eisenhower surrendered to the expert advice.12 

 Montgomery taught Eisenhower to use television for a variety of purposes. Adapted for 

film and video, the photo opportunities that Harding and Coolidge developed multiplied, with 

Ike taking to the airwaves for such momentous events as the unveiling of an eight-cent stamp, 

the activation of a hydroelectric generator in South Dakota, and—a nod to Bernays—the 75th 

Jubilee of the electric light bulb. 

 Most important, Ike made the televised Oval Office address a staple of presidential 

communication. With FDR’s Fireside Chats still in mind, Eisenhower took to the airwaves at 

moments of national crisis—in September 1957, to assure the nation that federal troops would 

                                                 
11 SL-OH, 85-86; Richard Gehman, “He ‘Produces’ the President,” Good Housekeeping, 11/1955, 66; WP, 4/4/1954, 

ST11; NYT, 1/10/1954, E5; Craig Allen, “Robert Montgomery Presents: Hollywood Debut in the Eisenhower White 

House,” Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 35:4 (Fall 1991), 435. 

 
12 CT, 1/7/1954, 5; NYT, 1/10/1954, E5; “White House Assist,” Newsweek, 1/18/1954, 51; CT, 3/13/1954, B1; LAT, 

3/22/1954, 15; “The President Gestured,” Newsweek, 4/19/1954, 54; Boal, “Robert Montgomery Presents,” 89; WP, 

4/7/1954, 51; “People of the Week,” USNWR, 9/3/1954, 14. 
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ensure the orderly integration of Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas; or again that 

November to address the Soviets’ Sputnik launch. These speeches not only gave Ike a platform 

for framing the issues and mobilizing the public; they also let him avoid reporters’ pesky 

questions at delicate moments of national or international tension, especially since he had no 

compunctions about scrapping his press conferences if he thought them inopportune.13 

 Montgomery’s ministrations won good marks. One year in, the United Press deemed the 

president’s television manner “as relaxed as a neighbor leaning on his lawnmower.” Merriman 

Smith, dean of the Washington press corps, proclaimed the president, for all his clotted syntax, a 

maestro of the medium—whose success was “his own doing, and not the result of Madison 

Avenue coaching or the lyric typewriters of literary ghosts.” But if some reporters blithely 

relayed the White House’s picture of a newly telegenic Ike, others derided Montgomery and his 

work. Detractors highlighted the staging, mocking the sudden surplus of presidential smiles that 

seemed neither natural nor sincere—as if, one critic wrote, a director were holding up a card 

saying “NOW.” In letters to local papers, citizens complained that Montgomery was ill serving 

his client, making him seem undignified, as one Washington Post reader wrote, by having him 

“sit on the edge of a desk and make gestures with his arms akimbo.”14 

 Going further, some journalists questioned whether the “contrived spontaneity” that 

Montgomery and Eisenhower tried to achieve held more dangers than benefits. “No man can be 

comfortable in a small room, speaking to an inanimate camera, and still preserve the illusion that 

he is ad libbing indefinitely,” wrote Jack Gould. “Everyone can tell easily whether he is reading 

or not and, if he is, the deception only creates an irritant for speaker and viewer alike.” 

Instructing Eisenhower and other politicians to “forget about technique” and just speak naturally, 

                                                 
13 T.R.B., “Washington Wire,” TNR, 11/4/1957, 2; Allen, “Robert Montgomery Presents,” 444. 

 
14 Doherty, Cold War, Cool Medium, 101; Merriman Smith, “Evolution of Eisenhower as Speaker,” NYTM, 
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Gould wanted a world of political television less attentive to show-business methods than to “the 

art of government.” Viewers would respond to the real, he said, not the manufactured. 

 The advice was at odds with Gould’s own longstanding TV boosterism. It was also naïve, 

and more than a bit glib. Gould himself had declared that under Montgomery’s tutelage Ike had 

turned in a more relaxed and winning performance—precisely the “contrived spontaneity” that 

he now deemed a chimera. Intellectually, viewers might be wise to the artifice. Emotionally, they 

could still succumb to the Hollywood magic.15 

 The controversy about Montgomery’s coaching showed that in an age of images, the 

ideal of a “natural” performance exerted a strong pull. Playing into fears of a manipulative 

executive, stories about Montgomery implied something illegitimate about his work, as if he 

were foisting a phony picture of Ike on the public. The use of a television adviser—or an 

advertising firm or pollster or press secretary—was broadly seen as an exercise in deception. 

Montgomery vehemently denied that he was a “coach” or that his work amounted to trickery. His 

function was simply to make sure that “nothing hinders President Eisenhower from expressing 

himself as he wants to express himself. Certainly, it is not my job to artificialize nor to coach him 

in any way.” Like information managers since TR’s day, he believed his job was to correct 

distortions, not introduce them. “What I did attempt to do was, in a sense, to educate him about 

the uses of television, a medium unfamiliar to him except as a casual viewer when he entered the 

White House.”16 

 In Washington, Hollywood image-craft was suspect, to be downplayed as modest 

technical assistance. But in the Los Angeles studios where Montgomery learned his craft, the 

president’s mastery of TV was proudly toasted. In September 1955, the actor and dancer George 

Murphy—director of publicity at Metro-Goldwyn Mayer, organizer of entertainment for 
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16 WP, 3/8/1958, A9; LAT, 3/22/1954, 15; WP, 8/20/1956, 6; Montgomery, Open Letter, 62. 
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Eisenhower’s inaugural fête, boyhood friend of Montgomery, and future senator from 

California—told Hagerty that the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences had awarded Ike an 

honorary Emmy. On hearing the news, the president professed satisfaction. “It is especially 

gratifying,” he wrote in a thank-you letter, “to be called a ‘professional’ by members of your 

distinguished association.” If he wasn’t sincere, he was at least a good actor.17

                                                 
17 Murphy to Hagerty, 9/14/1955; Hagerty to Murphy, 9/29/1955; Eisenhower to Don DeFore, 11/29/1955. DDE-

WHCF, PPF, Box 343, PPF1-Q 1955; Steven Ross, Hollywood, Left and Right: How Movie Stars Shaped American 

Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 134. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Omitted:  

Chapter Thirty-Four: 

Atoms for Peace 

(about psychology warfare in the early Eisenhower administration)] 

 

Chapter Thirty-Five: 

Vance Packard and the Anxiety of Persuasion 

 

As Dwight Eisenhower prepared to move into the White House in 1953, his new life there was 

previewed in the glossy American Magazine. The author of the piece wrote frequently on family 

and consumer issues, churning out how-to articles like “Don’t Let Your Plumbing Problems Get 

You Down” and “How I Lost 15 Pounds in One Month.” His portrait of Ike’s new home 

betrayed the naïve fascination of an upwardly mobile member of the postwar middle-class. 

Voyeuristically describing “this fabulous $40,000,000 mansion with its 107 rooms, including 

servants’ quarters, offices, and storage rooms,” the piece waxed giddy about the sumptuous perks 

available to presidents. “Their furniture is dusted three times a day. They have at their beck not 

only butlers, valets, chambermaids, and ushers, but even carpenters, plumbers and painters.” The 

piece went on for pages in this vein, marveling at the “two dozen sleek limousines, a private 

super airliner, a private railroad car, and one of the world’s most luxurious yachts”—and, of 

course, the view.48 

 The author of this fluff was Vance Packard, 38, a straitlaced and highly fluent feature 

writer. A man of five feet, nine inches who showed the girth of middle age, Packard had an 

unassuming Mayberry smile, a doughy face, and a high forehead and vanishing hairline that gave 

him an ever-so-slight resemblance to Eisenhower. Like Ike, Packard was from the farm, in his 
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case from central Pennsylvania, and he affected a hayseed style in his writing as well as his 

appearance. Also like Ike, his years at Columbia—Packard earned a master’s degree in 

journalism there—failed to instill in him the sardonic stance of a New Yorker. One of Packard’s 

sons said that he could never recall his father telling a joke.49 

 Later in 1953 an editor at Reader’s Digest read an article in The Reporter about a new 

craze on Madison Avenue called “motivational research”—described as “quite different from 

ordinary market research as done by poll takers such as Gallup or Roper” because of its use of 

psychoanalytic insights. The editor asked Packard to write a freelance article on the topic. 

Packard accepted the assignment and conducted his research, but Reader’s Digest killed the 

piece because it had just begun accepting advertising and feared offending its new sponsors. 

Packard had begun his study of advertising’s unseen influence precisely as the shadowy power of 

advertising was restricting his own independence.50 

 Fortuitously, a former colleague of Packard’s had recently joined the David McKay 

publishing house, and Packard passed along his rejected Reader’s Digest piece. Soon he had a 

book contract in hand. The resulting book, an exposé of the advertising industry and its use of 

motivation research, came out just in time, at least for Packard’s sake: In August 1956 American 

Magazine folded, and a sister publication, Collier’s—a rival to McClure’s back in the 

muckraking era—followed suit. Both were victims of television, which was siphoning off 

readers and advertisers. Briefly, Packard was heard to worry about losing his house. Soon, 

though, he had no more need for corporate employment. His new book, The Hidden Persuaders, 

was selling fast and would become one of the most widely read works of the 20th century. 

*** 

                                                 
 
49 A key source on Packard is Daniel Horowitz, Vance Packard and American Social Criticism (Chapel Hill: 
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32 

 

 
© David Greenberg 

  Please do not cite, quote, or share without author’s permission 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many issues fed anxieties about political manipulation in the 1950s—from McCarthy’s 

demagoguery to the rise of television—but at the root of it was the era’s abiding fixation with 

“mass society.” In the postwar years it became common to debate whether individuals were 

losing their autonomy amid the country’s prosperity and technological bounty. As they had in the 

1920s, citizens experienced a free-floating psychological disquiet about politics, wondering 

whether the tools of mass media and the ethos of consumer capitalism were altering their 

democracy beyond recognition. 

 Concerns about mass society surfaced throughout popular and intellectual literature. A 

string of much-discussed works of social criticism focused on the eclipse of the individual: 

David Riesman’s Lonely Crowd, C. Wright Mills’s Power Elite, William H. Whyte’s 

Organization Man, John Keats’s Crack in the Picture Window, John Kenneth Galbraith’s 

Affluent Society, Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique. Each, in its way, suggested that deeper 

needs of the soul were being sacrificed on the altar of conformity and materialism in 

Eisenhower’s America. 

 Along with these sociological tracts came many books with a more targeted—and 

alarmist—set of themes. These books looked specifically at psychological innovations that they 

said were being used to influence people’s minds. The sensational topic of “brainwashing” was 

by decade’s end the subject of more than 200 magazine articles. Brainwashing grew out of the 

idea of totalitarianism, developed by Hannah Arendt and others, that classified Nazism and 

communism as kindred systems that sought to pulverize the self-directed individual and instill 

the state’s ideology within the citizen’s consciousness. It emerged as a bugaboo with the Korean 

War, when the Chinese and Korean Communists were alleged to have subjected American 

prisoners to brutal ideological reprogramming. Like mesmerism and hypnosis—manias of a half-

century earlier—brainwashing was said to allow malevolent powers to remake, almost 

magically, the minds of individuals. By mid-decade, intellectuals could be counted on to know 

books like Edward Hunter’s Brainwashing: The Story of Men Who Defied It, Joost Meerloo’s 
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Rape of the Mind: The Psychology of Thought Control, Menticide, and Brainwashing, and 

William Sargant’s Battle for the Mind: A Physiology of Conversion and Brain-Washing. Most 

widely read of all was Richard Condon’s 1959 novel The Manchurian Candidate, which linked 

McCarthyite demagoguery to Communist mind-control in a tale of a returning Korean War 

veteran programmed to assassinate a presidential candidate. Fiction, non-fiction, or something in 

between, these books offered a congenial explanation for the otherwise baffling question of why 

a POW might seem to willingly choose Soviet Communism over Western democracy. Notably, 

many of these authors saw milder forms of brainwashing at work in the United States as well.51 

 Yet another spate of books, in a similar key, focused on advertising’s dark power. In 

1951 Marshall McLuhan, an obscure Canadian literature professor, published The Mechanical 

Bride, a close reading of magazine ads that sought to parse their manipulative but latent 

messages. More commercially successful was Martin Mayer’s Madison Avenue, U.S.A., a 

behind-the-scenes glimpse of the advertising and P.R. trades and their use of “emotional slogans 

presenting simplified and one-sided views of the complicated affairs of state.” In Brave New 

World Revisited, the British novelist Aldous Huxley synthesized the arguments of all of the 

leading social critics into a grand critique of democratic decay. “Today, in the world’s most 

powerful democracy,” Huxley brooded, “the politicians and their propagandists prefer to make 

nonsense of democratic procedures by appealing almost exclusively to the ignorance and 

irrationality of the electors.” He concluded, “The methods now being used to merchandise the 
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political candidate as though he were a deodorant positively guarantee the electorate against ever 

hearing the truth about anything.”52 

 Postwar fiction, finally, also betrayed fears of lost or stolen autonomy. In the spirit of A 

Face in the Crowd, political potboilers offered variations on the theme of unscrupulous 

manipulators subverting democracy. Eugene Burdick, a Rhodes Scholar and political theorist at 

the University of California at Berkeley who would be remembered for his novels The Ugly 

American and Fail-Safe, first made the best-seller lists in 1955 with The Ninth Wave, a crude 

dystopian thriller. Burdick’s protagonist, apparently modeled on Murray Chotiner, used his talent 

for discerning and exploiting voters’ fears to elect as governor an unqualified, populistic, 

alcoholic rabble-rouser. More humorously, John Schneider’s Golden Kazoo portrayed the 1960 

presidential election devolving into a race to the bottom between two slick advertising firms.53 

 In the face of this anxiety, dissenting voices tried to offer reassurance. Psychologists 

debunked the idea of brainwashing, exposing it as merely the refinement of old interrogation 

techniques like deprivation and isolation. Communication scholars like Cantril and Lazarsfeld 

refined the theory of “limited effects”—demonstrating just how resistant most people were to 

propaganda that contradicted their existing beliefs. A study by Cantril of a rough college football 

game showed that fans allocated blame for the violence according to their home-team loyalties, 

affirming Lippmann’s old dictum from Public Opinion that “we do not first see and then define, 

we define first and then see.” On the best-seller list, Eric Hoffer’s True Believer—a popular 

study of mass movements—also injected a dose of realism into the debate. “Propaganda on its 

own cannot force its way into unwilling minds,” he wrote; “neither can it inculcate something 
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wholly new; nor can it keep people persuaded once they have ceased to believe. Where opinion 

is not coerced, people can be made to believe only in what they already ‘know.’”54 

*** 

Despite such reminders, the books about mind control struck a nerve—and none more forcefully 

than Packard’s, which appeared in 1957. Though The Hidden Persuaders merely partook of a 

widespread apprehension, and borrowed heavily from the Reporter article and other sources, it 

became the decade’s classic statement of manipulation anxiety. It topped the best-seller lists for 

months, selling more than 100,000 copies in its first year, and eventually several million. More 

than any other work, it directed attention to what Packard called “the large-scale efforts being 

made, often with impressive success, to channel our unthinking habits, our purchasing decisions, 

and our thought processes by the uses of insights gleaned from psychiatry and the social 

sciences.”55 

 Packard focused on the use of social science techniques by advertising marketers, 

unvaryingly in a critical tenor. Particularly disquieting was the multi-million-dollar business 

surrounding motivational research. Applying psychological and psychoanalytic methods—

including Rorschach tests, word-association, focus groups, and in-depth interviews—

motivational research sought to affect consumers’ behavior at an unconscious level. With 

anecdotes and insider perspectives supplied by trade magazines and professional conferences, 

Packard detailed one clever application of the approach after another, thrilling his readers with 

the revelation of both the tricks and the secrets behind them. Such research, Packard warned, 
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carried “antihumanistic implications” and promised “regress rather than progress for man in his 

long struggle to become a rational and self-guiding being.” 

 Like much psychology since Freud, motivational research rejected as a fallacy the notion 

of homo economicus, the rationally self-interested human being. Where Rosser Reeves’s 

methods had rejected the psychological cleverness of 1920s advertisers to revive the hard sell, 

now the “MR boys” were returning to Freud to activate unconscious desires that stimulated 

consumers to purchase Golden Fluffo shortening or Hathaway shirts. In one of many colorful 

examples, Packard explained that housewives were found to dislike the new “just add water” 

cake mixes, doubting their cakes would turn out tasty or nutritious; accordingly, Swansdown 

White Cake Mix changed its formula to require that they add “fresh eggs” as well. Appeals like 

these, Packard suggested, which were based on research concealed from the consumer, partook 

of an especially menacing form of manipulation.56 

 While the bulk of Hidden Persuaders dealt with consumerism, Packard devoted a chapter 

to politics, arguing, as David Riesman had, that “Americans, in their growing absorption with 

consumption, have even become consumers of politics.” According to Packard, the “symbol 

manipulators” unmasked in his book were also infiltrating the political arena, seeking “to 

engineer our consent to their projects or to engineer our enthusiasm for their candidates.” 

Already, he warned, they had “made spectacular strides in changing the traditional characteristics 

of American political life.” 

 Instead of thoughtful candidates with nuanced, substantive stances on issues, Packard 

said, voters were “giving the nod to the best performer” and placing undue weight on “sincerity” 

or the appearance thereof. But Packard’s theory was weak on history. Though he made passing 

references to Machiavelli and Napoleon and their ideas about shaping public opinion, he showed 

no familiarity with the concerns voiced since the 1920s about the baleful tendency to “humanize” 
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candidates by focusing on personalities. Almost arbitrarily, he claimed that these masters of 

persuasion “did not turn their attention to politics in a serious way until the nineteen-fifties,” 

citing Rosser Reeves’s 1952 ads for Eisenhower as the pivotal moment. He went on to review 

James Hagerty’s influence in the Eisenhower administration, Robert Montgomery’s sprucing up 

of Ike’s image, Whitaker and Baxter’s California consulting, and Murray Chotiner’s role in 

having “groomed Richard Nixon for national stardom.” Noting that the Republican party had 

hired Chotiner to educate state chairmen in the art of the “smear” and “the technique of winning 

people’s hearts with carefully simulated candor,” he described Nixon, Chotiner’s most famous 

pupil, as “the man who has benefited from many, if not all these techniques”—nothing less than 

“a new breed of American politician.” 

 The politicians’ investment in cynical persuasion culminated, in Packard’s telling, in the 

1956 race for the White House. In that contest, Packard said, Eisenhower’s team advertised 

heavily after popular comedy shows, because their audiences included “millions of people in 

will-less, helpless state, unable to resist any suggestion offered”—or so he quoted John 

Steinbeck, a well-known Stevenson supporter but not known as a particular authority on human 

psychology. Packard’s severe view of the Republicans’ methods may have had something to do 

with his own politics, which were close to Stevenson’s. Indeed, he closed his chapter on politics 

with a quote from Adlai: “The idea that you can merchandise candidates for high office like 

breakfast cereal … is the ultimate indignity to the democratic process.” 

 Packard’s critique of politics and consumerism belonged to the era’s larger examination 

of mass society. A half-century earlier, sociologists like Edward Ross had tried to keep alive a 

moral code rooted in America’s farms and small-town communities, even as they excitedly faced 

the onset of modernity. Now modernity had arrived, making Packard’s Ross-like fondness for 

the social patterns of his youth seem nostalgic. Packard, who remembered well his father’s 

difficulties as an independent dairy farmer competing against agribusinesses, retained elements 

of the old sensibility. A direct line connected the strict Methodism of his youth with his righteous 
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prose. The historian Loren Baritz noted caustically that “when he begins to suffocate in the 

chrome-plated world of our time, he seeks out some New England village in which he may 

recreate his spirit.” The Hidden Persuaders was, for all its dazzle, a cri de coeur against modern 

life.57 

*** 

With his fierce moralism, Packard hoped to awaken the public to the menace of motivational 

research and perhaps mute its effects. “We cannot be too seriously manipulated if we know what 

is going on,” he reassured his readers. “It is my hope that this book may contribute to the general 

awareness.” That it did. His book’s title entered the cultural lexicon; its themes became the 

subject of debate. Catapulted to literary stardom, Packard followed with a string of sequels built 

on the same formula of business reportage mixed with social criticism—The Status Seekers, The 

Waste Makers, The Pyramid Climbers, and more. He provided inspiration to both the New Left 

(the Port Huron Statement deplored the menace of “market research”) and the New Frontier (his 

books helped convince President John F. Kennedy to create a consumer council in 1962). 

 But The Hidden Persuaders also had unintended consequences. Though a cause for 

worry, advertising was also chic—seductively stylish, as it had been during the consumerist 

1920s. The menace of admen was mingling with a worldly-wise admiration for their creativity. 

Many people who read Packard’s book were not appalled but enchanted. Deaf to his critical tone, 

they beseeched him to share his secrets for influencing others, promoting real-estate schemes, or 

exporting his marketing tricks to Mexico. Ernest Dichter, a Viennese psychologist featured 

prominently in the book, thanked Packard for the many job applicants suddenly coming his way. 

 That Packard may have fed the beast he was hoping to slay was also clear from the craze 

for “subliminal” advertising that he set off. The Hidden Persuaders had quoted an 

unsubstantiated London newspaper report about a New Jersey cinema flashing split-second ice 
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cream ads on the movie screen—“too short for people in the audience to recognize them 

consciously but still long enough to be absorbed unconsciously.” This trick allegedly led, 

Packard said, to “a clear and otherwise unaccountable boost in ice-cream sales.” Whether or not 

this stunt had occurred, Packard’s mention of it encouraged James Vicary, a consultant to Benton 

& Bowles and BBD&O, to use “subliminals” for popcorn and soda in movie theaters, just as 

Packard had described. A backlash ensued. Newsday called subliminal ads “the most alarming 

invention since the atom bomb,” and the National Association of Broadcasters barred them from 

the airwaves. Yet the hocus-pocus lore about these little-used gimmicks would remain potent for 

decades.58 

 Moreover, The Hidden Persuaders was unreliable in many of its core claims. Packard 

typically failed to say whether the strategies he documented actually worked; Dichter’s 

explanation of why men didn’t use cigarette holders failed to mention that his much-touted 

techniques never did persuade men to use cigarette holders. One sociology journal bluntly stated 

that “he has not convinced many professionals that he knows what he is talking about.” The main 

problem with The Hidden Persuaders, it seemed, was that it was unpersuasive.59 

 While some faulted Packard’s lack of rigor, others mocked his scandalized tone. The 

notion that audiences might actually detect and appreciate the cleverness of ads seemed not to 

have occurred to him. His account of the well-known Maidenform bra ad campaign—which 

showed a young woman, wearing a brassiere above the waist but otherwise fully clothed, 

wandering out in public as if in a dream—was illustrative. Packard, the critic Irving Kristol 

noted, deemed the ad’s Freudian appeals to be “unfair,” “dangerous,” and “diabolical.” But, 

Kristol pointed out, the Maidenform ad was “the first brassiere advertisement that has ever given 
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me pleasure,” adding, “His apocalyptic vision of a society morally and politically controlled by 

advertising is so much day-dreaming (and self-advertising?) in its own right.”60 

 Most critical of all were the ad men themselves, who insisted that Packard misrepresented 

their work. Advertising didn’t manipulate so much as inform, they said; empowering the 

consumer was profoundly democratic. Raymond Bauer, a public opinion researcher with 

industry ties, protested that Packard didn’t grasp the limits of persuasion. In Packard’s 

imagination, “the consumer is powerless to resist these techniques, and he just buys and buys 

without knowing why,” when in fact consumers’ motives weren’t so far below the surface. 

Adman David Ogilvy wrote in Confessions of an Advertising Man that the Hathaway shirt ads 

featuring a man with an eyepatch that Packard deemed so clever were nothing but “a moderately 

good idea for a wet Tuesday morning”; motivational research had nothing to do with their 

inspiration. Rosser Reeves also struck back, defending his hard-sell methods in his own book, 

Reality in Advertising. Psychoanalytic concepts, Reeves said, played “no part, or at most a tiny 

part, in reality in advertising.” Far from a “mysterious new tool” or “secret weapon,” he wrote, 

“motivational research is no more than a series of research techniques … based on what 

psychologists have known for years—that if you ask a man a direct question, you may not get a 

direct and truthful answer, because the man may be concealing the truth from himself.” 61 

 Like the advertisements Packard described, The Hidden Persuaders played upon a fear 

deep within the collective psyche. In Packard’s case—and those of Joost Meerloo, Eugene 

Burdick, Aldous Huxley, and the others—it was a fear, particularly potent in a culture that 
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romanticized individualism, of being surreptitiously influenced by invisible powers. The book 

was a comment not only on advertising but also on attitudes toward the loss of freedom in an age 

of television, bureaucracies, and mass politics—“our primitive anxiety over manipulation,” as 

Bauer said. What separated Packard from other authors bearing similar warnings was the way he 

boiled down his research for popular consumption. By 1960, when Packard published The Waste 

Makers, the third volume in his string of liberal middlebrow muckraking books, readers knew the 

formula. They could reliably count on Packard to offer them a smoothly written, anecdote-heavy, 

exposé of the consumer economy’s unseen subversion of their autonomy. As the 1950s closed, it 

seemed that the quintessential consumer product of Eisenhower’s America might well be a 

Vance Packard best-seller.62 
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