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Interpreting in Time: Lester Markel,
The Flow of the News Study, and the
Case for Interpretative Reporting
during the Cold War
Ronald P. Seyb – Skidmore College
The 1947 Hutchins Commission Report urged the press at the outset
of the nuclear age to give Americans the “knowledge of the world
and of one another” they needed to deal with the challenges ahead.
Lester Markel, the formidable editor of the Sunday New York Times,
maintained that the press could help Americans acquire the
knowledge of other countries they needed to manage the
uncertainties of the Cold War by adopting an approach to
interpretative reporting that was akin to what the anthropologist Tim
Ingold calls “wayfinding.” As part of his campaign for interpretative
reporting, Markel helped establish the International Press Institute,
whose initial endeavor was to conduct a study of the flow of the
news among nations that Markel believed would highlight how
interpretative reporting could create “understanding between peoples
and peoples.” Markel’s disappointment with the final Flow of the News
Study made him even more determined to demonstrate how

interpretative reporting could foster the international understanding
he believed was necessary to quell Cold War tensions.
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On April 9, 1950, Lester
Markel, the formidable editor
of the Sunday edition of The
New York Times, took to the
pages of The New York Times
Magazine to highlight what he
saw as the governance crisis
generated by the Cold War:
In Year One of the
Hydrogen Age,
Washington is beset by
uncertainties. It is unsure
about the world; it is
unsure about the nation;
most of all, it is unsure
about itself.
The indecision is
not unique to
Washington; it is
characteristic of the age.
From the beginning of
history, man has been
largely preoccupied with
controlling nature. Now,
long before that task has
been completed, he is
confronted with another
and even more difficult
one—the task of controlling
man.”1 (italics mine)
In the same month as Markel’s
New York Times Magazine piece,
Paul Nitze, the Director of
Policy Planning in President
Truman’s State Department,
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circulated National Security
Council Memorandum 68,
which called for the
construction of an intimidating
national security state to
combat the threat posed to the
free world by the Soviet
Union’s combination of
chiliastic ideology and nuclear
arsenal.2 Secretary of State
Dean Acheson defended the
bellicosity of NSC 68 against
critics such as George Kennan
and Charles Bohlen by
declaring that the document
was designed “to so bludgeon
the mass mind of ‘top
government’ that not only
could the President make the
decision [to use nuclear
weapons] but the decision
could be carried out…. If we
made our points clearer than
truth, we did not differ from
most other educators and could
hardly do otherwise.”3
Acheson was correct that both
commentators and politicians
were employing similarly
charged language to educate the
public about the Soviet threat:
Common to virtually all
American officials was a
rhetoric of global
competition in which the
United States, as leader of

the “Free World,” was
pitted in a worldthreatening struggle with
the “Slave World” of
communist tyranny. So,
too, was the view that the
Cold War would last
indefinitely.4
Such “apocalyptic
rhetoric”5 roiled Americans’
emotions. Americans’ fears
were so acute that in 1949, for
example, 70% of Americans
opposed the Truman
administration’s pledge not to
use atomic bombs in a first
strike.6 These same fears
prompted many Americans to
turn to organized religion to
manage their fear that the end
of days might be nearer than
they had previously
anticipated.7 The rise in the
number of conservative
evangelicals was not driven
entirely by Cold War fears. But
a perceptible turn toward faith
at a time when “whirl was king”
was, at least in part, driven by
the doubts and fears that
Markel worried might lead
Americans to retreat from the
world rather than wade into it.
The public’s concern
about the enemy without was

matched by its fear of “the
enemy within.” Many
Americans were prepared,
according to Stephen Whitfield,
“to impose a starchy repression
upon themselves” in order to
prevent the spread of
subversive ideas that might
weaken America’s ability to
combat Communism.8
Markel’s statement that the
challenge of Cold War
governance was “to control
man”9 was thus consonant with
a mind set that accepted that
the uncertainty and fear
fostered by the nuclear standoff between the U.S. and the
U.S.S.R made the wide
dissemination of international
news essential for impressing
upon the public the seriousness
of the stakes involved in the
superpower stand-off but also
dangerous if reporters selected
or sculpted news in ways that
undermined the U.S.’s effort to
win both the ideological and
the military battle. Over a
decade after his New York Times
Magazine piece, Markel engaged
the question of the press’s
responsibility to educate the
public about Cold War
geopolitics without encouraging
dissent or disorder:
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There must be complete
freedom of the press in
normal times. But these are
not normal times. We are
engaged in a Cold War,
which, even though
undeclared, is as extensive
and as crucial as any hot
war…. Newspapers
should recognize that it is
not enough in these
critical days to ask: “Is it
news?” They must also
ask: “Is it in the national
interest?” It is not
enough that the press be
free; it must be
responsible also.10
Markel contended that while
the “sound judgments”
required by this fraught period,
when a wrong choice could
quickly turn civilization into
ash, could not be made without
“an informed and alert public
opinion,”11 there were matters
to which the public could not
be exposed without risking the
future of the American
democratic enterprise. The
press, in short, must be vigilant
in its efforts to inform without
agitating, or, as the 1947
Hutchins Commission Report,

A Free and Responsible Press, put
it:
With the means of selfdestruction that are now
at our disposal, men must
live, if they are to live at all,
by self-restraint, moderation,
and mutual understanding.
They get their picture of
one another through the
press. The press can be
inflammatory, sensational,
and irresponsible. If it is,
it and its freedom will go
down in the universal
catastrophe. On the
other hand, the press can
do its duty by the new
world that is struggling to
be born. It can help create a
world community by giving
men everywhere knowledge of
the world and of one another,
by promoting
comprehension and
appreciation of the goals
of a free society that shall
embrace all men.12 (italics
mine)
The Hutchins
Commission’s position that the
“self-restraint, moderation, and
mutual understanding” that
were critical to easing
international tensions could be
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cultivated by a press that
sought to “help create a world
community by giving men
everywhere knowledge of the
world and of one another”
informed Markel’s campaign to
abet what he called “the flow of
information” or “the flow of
the news” among countries.
Improving this flow of
international news could,
Markel claimed, “solve the
problem of public opinion,”
which was, in his mind, both to
“a large degree a newspaper
problem” and “the outstanding
problem of the world.”13
Markel, however, did not
merely want to increase the
amount of international news.
He also wanted to change the
content of international news in
a way that would give
Americans the understanding
of what he called “the setting,
sequence, and significance” of
world events and foreign
cultures they needed both to
manage the disorienting
uncertainty of the Cold War era
and to begin to “create a world
community” built upon the
bedrock of a “comprehension
and appreciation of the goals of
a free society.”

The Press and the
Management of Uncertainty
In her novel Intuition,
Allegra Goodman explores the
paradoxical relationship
between rigor and proof and
intuition and trust in scientific
inquiry. Near the conclusion of
the novel, the head of a
research lab, in response to
mounting evidence that the
remarkable findings of one of
the postdocs in the lab may be,
if not fraudulent, at least
inflated, reflects on the value of
doubt in the scientific
enterprise:
She had honed her
doubtful instincts once.
Doubt had been her
scientific ally, the
whetstone for her
sharpest questions. Now
she struggled against
doubt as if it were merely
an emotion, and not also a
kind of intelligence.14 (italics
mine)
Social psychologists have been
for some time investigating the
influence that doubt or
uncertainty has on human
judgment and choice.15 More
recently, political scientists and
historians have sought, for
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example, to distill the defining
feature of democracy down to
its “institutionalization of
uncertainty” through
establishing fixed rules that
guide decentralized bargaining
processes in ways that make
policy outcomes
indeterminate;16 to explain how
historical moments of
“unmeasurable uncertainty”
like the Great Depression can
prompt political leaders to
pursue policies designed “to
reduce uncertainty to [normal]
risk”;17 to explain how
uncertainty can be the analytical
key to unlocking the otherwise
difficult to interpret decisions
of the modern Supreme
Court;18 and to explore how
factoring doubt into one’s
theories and models can
provide a more realistic view of
political behavior, one based on
the understanding that even the
most strategic and informed of
actors must make choices “in
the face of uncertainty.”19
Students of journalism
history have also sought to
understand how doubt has
informed the development of
journalistic norms and
practices. In Discovering the
News, for example, Michael

Schudson makes a compelling
case that the epistemological
questions raised by the
socioeconomic, political, and
intellectual disjunctures of the
post-World War I period
prompted journalists to
embrace the scientific method
as the appropriate approach to,
in the words of journalist and
social commentator Walter
Lippmann, pierce the veil of
the “pseudo-environment” that
was a function of humans’
cognitive and perceptual
limitations, the growing
distance between Americans
and the centers of economic
and political power, and the
emergence of a public relations
industry capable of privileging
one version of the facts over
others.20 The result of this turn
toward science was the
establishment of objectivity as
the method by which
journalists could provide their
readers with “a picture of
reality on which men can act.”21
This picture, however, would
be precisely that: a
representation of the world
that, while an approximation of
reality, was not reality itself.
Objectivity hence did not erase
doubt but instead harnessed it
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in a way that would presumably
prompt journalists to construct,
as Lippmann suggested in Public
Opinion, more useful “fictions”
about or “maps” of the world.22
Lippmann’s contention
that doubt is a form of
intelligence as much for the
journalist as it is for the
scientist is a position that has
not always been endorsed by a
profession that instructs
journalists “to believe only
what is observable and
quantifiable.”23 Journalistic
objectivity has been encased for
some time in a rhetoric of
facticity24 that has allowed
journalists to parry many
challenges to their cultural
standing and influence. The
press’s legitimacy since the
post-World War I period has
been anchored in journalists’
commitment to a mode of
inquiry that is ostensibly
characterized by “an honest
attempt to assemble facts as
fairly and accurately as
possible.”25 Journalistic
objectivity has thus become
synonymous with “fact-based
journalism” or “the idea that
reporters should provide
straight, unbiased
information.”26

The relationship between
objectivity and factual reporting
has been, however, more
complex than the rhetoric of
facticity suggests. Lippmann’s
contention in Public Opinion that
although facts cannot be
known with any certainty,
journalists could nonetheless
employ a method that could
provide their readers with “a
picture of reality” is perhaps
the best example of the uneasy
relationship between fidelity to
the facts and a commitment to
divining the truth. If, as
Lippmann noted in Liberty and
the News, “truthfulness were
simply a matter of sincerity the
future would be rather
simple.”27 The question of
“What is truth?” Lippmann
claimed in 1920, was as
pertinent at that time as it was
when a “jesting Pilate” posed it
eons ago.28 Journalistic
objectivity hence must be more
than a commitment to the
facts; it must be a vehicle that
can take the public to the truths
that often are elided or even
obscured by the facts.
Interpretative journalism
constituted one effort by
journalists beginning in the
1930s to shape objectivity into
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a craft that could transport
journalists and their readers to
the fundamental truths that
rested beyond the facts. As
Edwin Emery notes, “the
impact of the political-socialeconomic revolution of the
New Deal era, the rise of
modern scientific technology,
the increasing independence of
economic groups at home, and
the shrinking of the world into
one vast arena for power
politics forced a new approach
to handling the news.”29 This
new approach rejected “old–
style objectivity, which
consisted in sticking to a factual
account of what had been said
or done,… [in favor] of a new
concept of objectivity which
was based upon the belief that
the reader needed to have a
given event placed in proper
context if truth really was to be
served.”30
One of the most vocal
and influential spokespeople
for interpretative reporting was
Lester Markel, the editor of the
Sunday New York Times from
1923 until 1964. Markel’s
addition in 1935 of the “News
of the Week in Review” to the
Times Sunday edition, a section
devoted to providing readers

with the background and
analysis they needed to grasp
“the meaning of facts,”31 is
often cited by press historians
as an important moment in the
rise of interpretative
reporting.32 It was, however,
when the Cold War became
particularly precarious during
the 1950s and 1960s that
Markel chose to make his most
forceful and public case for
interpretative reporting as a
way to help Americans navigate
“a mine-trapped and fog-bound
world, a world in which facts
are few and hunches
difficult.”33
Markel’s efforts to
address what he saw as the
public’s lack of engagement
with and limited understanding
of the Cold War conflict bore
many similarities to Walter
Lippmann’s campaign in the
1920s to combat the new
instruments for “manufacturing
consent” that had emerged
during the post-World War I
period.34 Markel shared
Lippmann’s pessimistic view of
the public’s interest in and
understanding of public affairs,
noting in a perhaps too candid
moment that “20% of the
population can be placed in the
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moron category, another 20%
is ignorant and unwilling to
learn, some 40% do not know
but are willing to learn,
provided that the task [is] not
too formidable. This leaves the
enlightened 20%; on them a
great responsibility rests.”35
Markel, however, had more
confidence than did Lippmann
in Americans’ willingness, at
the least, “not to turn away
from complexity,” provided
“that the effort to know is not
made too difficult”:36
I am convinced that
people want to know. I
believe that if they do not
read important news, to a
large extent it is because
this reading is too
difficult for them. If the
news were made
understandable to the
reader, he would read it
as eagerly as he does the
local story.37
While Lippmann in 1922
had argued in Public Opinion that
the creation of a world in
which much of importance
happened “out of reach, out of
sight, out of mind”38 of most
Americans required the
establishment of “intelligence

bureaus” manned by social
scientists who would parse and
distill information about the
actions of distant political
institutions and corporations
for both reporters and the
public,39 Markel maintained that
reporters could work in tandem
with schools to teach
Americans how to cut through
the modern age’s complexity:
The schools must
supply to the citizens of
the future the methods
and the tools for thinking.
The publishers of the
written word must
assume the task of
extension and cultivation
of education, of keeping
adult minds alert of
current thought and
contemporary events.
The two
assignments cannot be
separated. Unless a man
knows how to think, it is
futile and sometimes
dangerous to give him
facts.40
Markel’s preferred means
for extending and cultivating
Americans’ education was
interpretative reporting, a form
of reporting that he conceded
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could, if the journalist was not
vigilant, “spill over into
opinion.”41 Interpretation or
“background”—terms that
Markel used interchangeably
despite efforts by many of his
interlocutors to draw a
conceptual distinction between
the two—required “objective
evaluation,”42 evaluation that
must be scrupulously detached
and focused not on “what
happened” but “why it
happened and what it means.”43
Interpretation would, Markel
claimed, give readers “a deeper
sense of the news.”
Markel often used a
hydraulic metaphor to make the
point that interpretative
reporting’s critical virtue was
that it placed “an event in the
larger flow of events” in a way
that would give it “setting,
sequence, and, above all,
significance.”44 Interpretation
was thus for Markel a technique
that was designed to place an
event in time, allowing the
reader to know its antecedents,
its present incarnation, and its
future direction. He expanded
further on this view in an
address at the University of
Michigan on March 17, 1965,
arguing that while “the world

must include the reporting of
immediate events,… it must
also encompass the broader
trend of events, the recording
and appraisal of the currents
discernible in the far-frompacific ocean that is the world
today.”45 By 1972, the
emergence of what Markel
called “trend stories” made him
even more convinced that
public understanding could
only be generated by “articles
concerned not so much with
daily spot news but with larger
news currents.”46
The controlling image in
each of these statements and
others like them was one of
movement, whether that be in a
current or a flow, with the
consequence that Markel’s
interpretative reporters were
not so much mapmakers who
sought to orient their readers
by giving them a top down
view of their present position,
but what the anthropologist
Tim Ingold has called
“wayfinders” who sought to
give them a sense of how their
present location was a product
of their past travels and
experience and a point of
departure for their next
destination. Wayfinding,
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according to Ingold, is a kind
of mapping of the environment
that produces “not so much
representations of space as
condensed histories.”47
Markel’s version of
interpretative reporting sought
to produce a map of the new
Cold War landscape that would
allow readers to navigate this
new space.48 The map that
Markel wanted wayfinding
reporters to provide their
readers was one that could
create “understanding between
peoples and peoples rather than
an understanding between
leaders and leaders or between
diplomats and diplomats.”49 By
generating mutual
understanding among peoples
kept apart by regime conflict,
interpretative reporters could,
Markel contended, reduce Cold
War tensions.
Interpretative Reporting:
Mapping the Cold War
Landscape through
Wayfinding
While Ingold’s subject is
how humans orient themselves
in their physical environments,
his discussion of wayfinding
can be a useful heuristic for
understanding strategies that

humans use to manage doubt
more generally, particularly the
kind of doubt that can generate
existential fear and confusion
about the proper direction to
take. The unsettling questions,
“Where am I?” and “Which
way should I go?”50 pertain not
only to navigating a defined
space but also to navigating a
murky emotional and
intellectual landscape.51
Americans in the 1950s and
1960s were, in Markel’s view,
struggling to discern how they
arrived at their present
position, one where their past
convictions about both
themselves and the people of
other countries were being
undercut by new geopolitical
realities, and one that fostered
uncertainty about how to reorient themselves.
The analogy between
navigating a geographic area
and navigating a new political
and intellectual context is not
perfect. It neglects, for
example, to take into account
that lost travelers have a strong
desire to re-orient themselves
while lost citizens can and
often do simply retreat from
public life, choosing not to
continue searching for a path
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out of their predicament but
instead giving up the search.52
Employing Ingold’s definitions
of wayfinding and mapping53
can, nonetheless, throw into
relief both Markel’s
conceptualization of the
challenges the Cold War
moment posed to Americans’
self-concept and his case that
interpretative reporting could
give the public the knowledge
of other countries it needed to
re-gain its footing in a shifting
landscape. Highlighting the
similarities between Markel’s
approach to interpretative
reporting and Ingold’s
understanding of the virtues of
wayfinding as an approach to
mapping a landscape can also
expose why Markel’s argument
for an understanding of
interpretative reporting that
would give readers a sense of
“setting, sequence, and
significance” was not endorsed
by many other journalists, who
feared that providing the
background and context
necessary to place events in the
flow of time the way that
Markel suggested could bring
journalists too close to the line
separating news from opinion
and informing from instructing.

Ingold maintains in “To
Journey along a Way of Life:
Maps, Wayfinding and
Navigation” that the metaphor
of the map, which “has long
been dominant in cognitive
psychology”54 and has been
appropriated by scientists to
characterize their theories55
elides important elements of
the process of situating
ourselves in the world or
answering the questions
“Where am I?” and “Which
way should I go?”56 While
maps are anchored in the
principle of vertical integration,
in which “local particulars
obtained by observation on the
ground are fitted within an
abstract conception of space so
as to form a representation of
the world as though one were
looking down upon it from ‘up
above,’” efforts by humans to
orient themselves are much
more informed by the principle
of lateral integration, which “is
performed by the organism as a
whole as it moves around
attentively, from place to place.
Such movements do not merely
connect places that are already
located in terms of an
independent framework of
spatial coordinates. Rather,
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they bring these places into
being as nodes within a wider
network of coming and
going.”57 “Places [thus] exist
not in space, but as nodes in a
matrix of movement.”58 It is
this process of lateral
integration, Ingold maintains,
that allows us to know where
we are even when we cannot
give our precise location in
space or, more concretely, find
ourselves on a map.59
The effort to orient
oneself in the world is,
according to Ingold, one that is
guided by “know[ing] as we
go,” with knowledge being
“cultivated by moving along
paths that lead around, towards
or away from or to places
elsewhere.”60 All knowledge,
according to this conception, is
local, acquired from a close-tothe-ground perspective in in
which one must situate “one’s
current position within the
historical context of journeys
previously made.”61 Places “do
not have locations but
histories” or stories that we
draw on to orient ourselves,
with each subsequent
movement adding to our
storehouse of histories and
stories that we can use to gain

an even firmer purchase on our
environment. Wayfinding is
thus an activity that “more
closely resembles storytelling
than map-using.”62
One of the more
important properties of
wayfinding is that it
undermines the comforting but
erroneous view that the
totalizing vision or unified
theory of the world offered by
science can be achieved.63 The
acquisition of knowledge
through movement ensures
that “the map keeps changing
as one goes along,”64 with the
consequence that knowledge
acquisition is “a process, not
just a picture.”65 To accept the
reality of wayfinding is thus to
embrace uncertainty; to use
uncertainty, in short, as a
propellant to move to another
location.
Lester Markel’s
understanding of interpretative
journalism does not correspond
precisely with Ingold’s
conception of wayfinding.
Markel was not prepared to
jettison journalistic objectivity,
with its commitment to a
detached, social scientific
approach to analyzing
problems and explaining
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phenomena that promised, in
Ingold’s words, “a totalizing
vision above and beyond the
world.”66 Nor did Markel
maintain that doubt and
uncertainty should be treated as
“as a kind of intelligence” that
could impel further movement
or inquiry. Markel maintained
often that knowledge could be
an antidote to doubt by, if
cultivated assiduously, giving
Americans the understanding
they needed to make the sound
decisions that would allow
them not merely to navigate
but to master the global
environment. Markel’s
acknowledgement, however, of
the need to treat world events
not as phenomena that can be
rendered understandable by
fitting them into a theory, a
schema, or a cognitive map but
as events that can be
understood only by tapping
into the flow of time by
assessing the lessons or the
stories of past encounters,
assessing how these lessons or
stories illuminate the present
context, and sifting through
these stories to inform
subsequent movements
suggests that his brand of
interpretative reporting was

akin to wayfinding. Reporters
needed to be wayfinders if they
were to provide their readers
with a map of the Cold War
landscape that highlighted the
common terrain held by the
people of countries both in the
East and the West that was
currently obscured by the fog
of regime conflict.
Not all of Markel’s fellow
editors found his
conceptualization of
interpretation persuasive,
however.67 For example,
Markel’s article
“Interpretation?—Yes!” in the
January 1, 1961 issue of The
Bulletin of the American Society of
Newspaper Editors stimulated a
raft of responses from editors
and reporters, offering
positions ranging from
emphatic support to strong
condemnation.68 The
contribution of James Pope of
the Courier-Journal and Louisville
Times was representative of the
latter:
But many of us who are
responsible for news
columns like to associate
reporting with factual
news (there is such a
treasure if we labor at it)
and we want to see more
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and more readers get a
paper which enables them
to do the same. The
interpretative function, if
we have any
understanding of it, does
not belong here. To us,
“interpretative reporting”
is a contradiction in
terms. Sometimes wellmeaning, sometimes slyly
designed to deceive.”69
The divisions among his
colleagues about both what
interpretative reporting entailed
and whether it had a place in
the news columns was apparent
in what Markel viewed as his
most important effort to
buttress newspapers’ role in
increasing global
understanding: The Flow of the
News Study, which was issued by
the International Press Institute
in 1953. The study sought
through surveys of news
producers and news consumers
in the United States, eight
European countries, and India
both to understand how
newspapers in these countries
depicted other countries and to
identify reforms that
newspapers could adopt to
improve the flow of foreign

news among countries in ways
that would increase global
understanding.
Markel was, in the end,
disappointed with The Flow of
the News Study for a variety of
reasons. The most important
of these was that the final
version of the study focused, in
Markel’s mind, on the quantity
of international news in the
countries under study rather
than on its quality or its
capacity to create the
understanding among people of
different nations that Markel
thought could quell Cold War
tensions.
The Cold War Origins of the
International Press Institute
Michael Harrington
claimed that “1948 was the
least year of the thirties.”70
Harrington’s willingness to put
a period on a decade of
progressive change was due in
part, as James Patterson notes,
to the tempering of reform
activity in the United States as
“Cold War fears rose to the
center of American society.”
These fears informed “politics,
and foreign policy in 1949 and
early 1950, generating a Red
Scare that soured a little the
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otherwise optimistic, ‘can-do’
mood of American life until
1954.”71 Markel was not the
first commentator to highlight
the press’s responsibility to
prepare the public to contend
with this new distant and
threatening world.72 The
Hutchins Commission had
begun this campaign a year
before Harrington declared the
thirties over in its 1947 report,
A Free and Responsible Press. The
Report treated the post-war
moment as a hinge point in
history, one during which “a
new world [was] struggling to
be born under the shadow of
potential self-destruction.”73
This fraught moment
demanded a free press that
would, by acting in concert
with other social agencies,
maintain an “American
mentality” that was
“accustomed to the noise and
confusion of clashing opinions
and reasonably stable in temper
in view of the varying fortunes
of ideas.”74 Conditions that
generated “anxiety, suspicion,
resentment, gullibility, and
despair” could push the pubic
to demand state interference in
the workings of the press.75
The press, however, could,

create “the mental conditions”
necessary to sustain a free and
independent press through
committing itself to socially
responsible journalism capable
of providing the public with “a
truthful, comprehensive, and
intelligent account of the day’s
events in a context which gives
them meaning.”76 This meant
not only presenting the facts
but “reporting the truth about
the fact[s].”77 Reporters’
pursuit of the truth must
include giving readers a
purchase on “the flow of
information and interpretation
concerning the relations
between two racial groups such
as to enable the reader to set a
single event in its proper
perspective.”78
Lester Markel was
especially interested in tracking
this flow of information
between groups and countries
in order both to identify gaps
and distortions in this flow and
to improve and channel it in a
way that would increase global
understanding. Markel on
several occasions defined, at
least to his satisfaction, what he
meant by improving the flow of
the news as follows:
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To me the concept [of
the flow of the news] is
quite simple, to wit: (a)
world peace depends on
understanding; (b)
understanding comes
about only through good
information; (c) the dayto-day reports in the
newspapers are the most
potent source of such
information; (d) there is
not at this time an
adequate flow of the
news from other
countries; (e) therefore,
one of the prime tasks of
American journalists is to
improve the “flow of the
news.”79
Markel’s interest in conducting
research that could both assess
and improve the flow of the
news across borders prompted
him to propose at the Annual
Meeting of the American
Society of Newspapers Editors
in April 1949 the formation of
an International Press
Institute.80 The other attendees
agreed “to appoint a committee
to investigate the possibility of
such an institute.”81 The
committee’s report led to the
convening of a conference in

New York in October 1949 of
35 editors from 15 countries,
who decided both that the
establishment of such an
institute was “desirable and
feasible” and that Markel
should head an organizing
committee to formulate a plan
for the new institute.82
Markel envisioned a
permanent secretariat that
“could perform an invaluable
service [by] undertak[ing]
studies of the kind of news that
circulates between one country
and another, [the] manner of
news presentation and [the]
methods of news
transmission.”83 The objective
of such studies and other
activities the institute would
design to address the
“outstanding problems of
journalism” was to advance
Markel’s position that “world
peace depends on
understanding between peoples
and peoples rather than an
understanding between leaders
and leaders or between
diplomats and diplomats.”84
Such understanding, however,
could not be achieved unless
editors from across the globe
first tried to understand each
other. The IPI would allow
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editors from an array of
countries to have “personal
meetings… to discuss common
problems” with the intent of
“broadening understanding.”85
Markel laid out his vision
of the IPI in an April 20, 1950
“Report to the American
Society of Newspaper Editors
on the International Press
Institute.” The report began by
presenting Markel’s position
that newspapers could play an
integral role in promoting
international understanding by
exploring “the question of how
we obtain precise intelligence
and true information about the
rest of the world.”86 Markel
wrote that an editor’s task was
to make sure that “reports from
overseas shall be accurate,
objective, and significant (I add
the adjective ‘significant’
because it implies the
interpretation that is vital to
understanding in a world of
increasingly complex news).”87
This parenthetical statement
allowed Markel to insert his
long-standing interest in
interpretative reporting into the
mission of the IPI. In this
instance, interpretative
reporting, Markel claimed, was
to help editors and reporters

“discover what motivates
others” in order that they could
give their readers the “guidance
[to make] wise decisions.”88
Such decisions would allow
newspapers to make an
important contribution to
waging the “psychological
struggle” of the Cold War, a
dimension of the Cold War that
Markel argued had thus far
been neglected as energy and
resources continued to be
poured into the military conflict
between the United States and
the Soviet Union. The true
battle was to combat the “wide
areas of ignorance and deep
pools of prejudice” about the
United States that persisted in
many spots in the world89 by, as
Markel stated in his 1953
commencement address at
Bates College, “improv[ing] the
flow of the news among
nations so that they shall have
true views of one another and
so arrive at an
understanding.”90
Markel, however, feared
from the time of the IPI’s
establishment in 1949 that the
Institute would become merely
“a Cook’s Agency for
editors,”91 an organization that
booked travel for editors
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seeking pleasant spots to
converse about common
problems. Markel hence
insisted that the members of
the IPI focus their exchanges
on “improv[ing] the
information [peoples] have of
one another—in other words, a
betterment of the ‘flow of the
news.’”92 While “annual
meetings of editors of various
countries have great value in
bringing about contacts and
thus understanding,” such
exchanges were, to Markel’s
mind, “not enough.” Unless
there was “a constant study of
the flow of the news and an
unflagging effort to improve it,
the full objective cannot be
attained.”93 Markel contended
that this work would be distinct
from that conducted by the
Hutchins Commission in that it
would be produced by editors
for other editors and thus
would be “the press looking at
the press” rather than the
product of “the attitudes of
professors of journalism.”94
Markel did, however,
concede that the IPI did share
with the Hutchins Commission
a commitment to cultivating
the mutual understanding that
he argued was the missing piece

of America’s strategy for
winning the Cold War. Markel
identified IPI’s Cold War
mission in a report to the
ASNE on April 12, 1950:
The problem of making
certain that others
understand us is
measured… by the nature
and depth of the Cold
War. It is now
recognized that the
struggle is psychological
as well as an economic
and military one. In the
military area, through the
North Atlantic Pact, we
have taken a long step
toward the kind of united
front that will lead to a
retreat by Moscow. In
the economic areas,
notably through the
Marshall Plan, we have
begun to do the job. But
in the psychological areas
we are not making the
kind of effort that will
ensure victory. There are
abroad, let us face it, wide
areas of ignorance and
deep pools of prejudice
against us.95
Markel was, however, quick to
underscore that “the prime
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purpose of [the IPI] is not to
fortify our side in the Cold
War.”96 The “ultimate project
was much broader”: “to bring
about understanding between
editors and editors and between
peoples and peoples.”97 This
could only be achieved,
according to Markel, through
an examination of the flow of
the news among countries with
the purpose of trying to
improve that flow.98
The Flow of the News Study:
It’s a Long Way to
Interpretation
The 1953 Flow of the News
Study was based on surveys of
“editors, agency executives,
foreign correspondents, and
readers” in the United States,
eight Western European
countries, and India. Its
purpose was to discern both
how newspapers depicted the
politics and people of countries
other than their own and what
might be done to achieve what
Markel called the “better flow
of information” that could
create “greater understanding
among nations.”99 Markel
expanded on this position in
his commencement address at

Bates College the same year the
study was published:
Individual reporting
could do a great deal to
improve understanding.
But we are having too
much sensational news,
too much trivial news.
We are not getting
interpretative news—the facts
plus the explanation—
without which the reader
gropes in a maze of words and
gives up. To improve the
flow of the news among
nations so that they shall
have true views of one
another and so arrive at
understanding—this is
the basic task of the press
in the international
field.100 (italics mine)
The published study began by
distinguishing between news
and information by suggesting
that “news” was a record of
events while “information” was
the kind of deeper analysis
“upon which the people of free
countries base certain vital
decisions.”101 But the authors
quickly collapsed this
distinction by referring to
“news as information,”
claiming that “the importance
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of news as information has
increased at a time when it is
more and more difficult to
make foreign news completely
informative.”102 That
“information” and
“interpretation” were close to
synonymous was evident, in
particular, in the study’s
recommendations for
improving the American press’s
foreign coverage.
While the study’s authors
maintained that it was “not
undertaken to revolutionize the
coverage and handling of
foreign news but to describe
it,”103 its recommendations for
improving, in particular, the
American press’s foreign
coverage were tilted toward
encouraging American editors
to make a turn toward
interpretation, though its
characterization of
interpretation focused more on
“setting” than on
“sequence.”104 That the study
found that many editors
maintained that “foreign news
stories should explain the
meaning of events they report,
and in terms that will have
significance for American
readers” is not surprising.105
The framing of this position,

however, tracked much of the
language and the argumentation
that Markel had used and
would continue to use to make
his own case for interpretative
reporting:
The kind of writing that
produces this significance
is called interpretation by
many editors. Others call
it background. Some
agency executives like the
term explanatory writing
and that is close to what
newspaper editors and
others mean by either
background or
interpretation But whatever
term is used, it denotes the
kind of writing that is
designed to give meaning to
bare facts, to provide, setting,
sequence, and significance.106
(italics mine)
The study’s recommendations,
however, sought to produce
reporting that would give
readers a better sense of
“setting” than of “sequence.”
Interpretation’s chief virtue,
according to the study, was its
capacity to convey foreign news
to the American public “in a
more simple, understandable
way.”107 The key to achieving
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this was to relate foreign news
to Americans’ daily lives.
Interpretative reporting could,
in short, orient Americans by
giving them a sense of their
relationship with the world
outside of the U.S.’s borders:
The remoteness of
foreign events from his
own community and his
individual perspective is
the most important
influence upon the
reader’s attitude toward
foreign news, and if he is
to read more of it, it must
somehow be more closely
related to his daily life.108
Relating the world’s events to
Americans’ daily lives, while
certainly a positive step towards
orientation, was insufficient if
Americans were not also given
a sense of the historical
processes or past movements
that had shaped these events
and were likely to inform what
were the next paths they were
likely to take. That the study
limited itself to encouraging
reporters to use interpretative
reporting to orient their readers
in space was most likely a
product of the way the authors
approached the study, an

approach that sought to tease
out patterns in survey
responses rather than explore
how international reporting
could be improved. That
reporting the data took priority
over debating the data is
further evinced by the
concluding pages of the section
on interpretation, which
present an edited transcript of
an exchange among wire
service executives at the 1953
General Assembly of the
International Press Institute, an
exchange that was included to
illustrate the “increasing trend”
of news agencies to include
“more and more interpretation
in foreign news writing.”109
The participants in this debate,
however, confined themselves
to the question of whether or
not interpretation was
appropriate in news stories,
eliding the more vexing and,
for Markel, more important,
question of what interpretation
entailed.
Markel’s disappointment
with The Flow of the News Study
was both profound and vocal.
He fired his first volley on
September 1953 at a man who
would quickly become his chief
foe within IPI, the
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organization’s Director, E.J.B.
Rose.110 The occasion of
Markel’s letter to Rose was
Markel’s review of the
proposed text of The Flow of the
News Study. Markel claimed
that the report was flawed not
only because some of its
criticisms of the news agencies
and newspapers studied were,
he believed, unfair. The study
was also, Markel contended,
critical of these press
organizations for the wrong
reasons. Markel argued that the
study suggested that
newspapers should “cover large
areas of the world, even though
there is no news breaking in
some of these areas, and that
they ought to print more
‘cultural news’ as against ‘spot’
news.” He contended that this
was not consistent with his
vision of the study, which was
to use its findings to encourage
journalists to concentrate on
“important events” and do so
in a way that gave these events
“the interpretation that is
required.”111 The report, in
short, was “measuring quantity
of news rather than quality of
news” in an attempt to identify
the holes in international
coverage rather than the

interpretive lapses in that
coverage. There was, however,
Markel conceded, “nothing to
do about it at this late stage” in
the drafting process.112
Markel later claimed that
his diagnosis of the
fundamental flaw in The Flow of
the News Study was justified by
the press coverage of the study
when it was released. Most
outlets, according to Markel,
simply reprinted “a short AP
dispatch, devoted largely to the
Gallup survey,” while other
major publications, such as The
Chicago Daily News, failed to
cover the study at all. This thin
coverage “confirmed [Markel]
in [his] belief “that a good deal
more needs to be explored on
the question of
interpretation.”113
Markel’s position that The
Flow of the News Study was
merely a beginning rather than
an ending recurred often in
what became increasingly
heated epistolary exchanges
with Rose. Markel, for
example, resigned from IPI’s
Executive Committee in 1954
at least in part because he
thought that Rose and his allies
on the Committee were
refusing to follow-up on The
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Flow of the News Study, choosing
instead to invest IPI’s resources
in efforts “to bring editors of
various countries together and
to provide services of direct use
to them.”114 Markel claimed in
a “Memorandum on the Flow
of the News Project” on April
20, 1954 that “the original
concept expressed in January
1953 envisioned a continuing
study growing out of the
specific study of the project
itself,” a mandate that Markel
claimed in a November 30,
1953 letter to Rose that the
Director had intentionally
ignored:
I detect in the comments
on the coming year’s
program a feeling that we
have devoted too much
attention to the Flow of
the News. I register again
my individual opinion
that if the International
Press Institute can
improve the flow of the
news among nations so
that these nations get
more accurate pictures of
one another it will have
done its most important
job and I do not think we
ought to underestimate
that job.115

Although Markel was
angered by what he often called
Rose’s “intrigues” against him,
he initially resisted leaving the
IPI entirely. He confided to a
correspondent that he would
“feel like a heel if [he] should
be in any way responsible for
the death of the IPI concept.
And that concept will die if
Rose and [Urs] Schwarz have
their way.”116 He instead chose
to continue to harangue Rose
about his failure to follow-up
on The Flow of the News Study,
accusing Rose of a campaign to
convince the IPI’s membership
that “the flow of the news is an
abstract idea and impossible of
realization”117 and of refusing
to act on his “guarantee” to
implement the flow of the news
study’s recommendations.118
Markel eventually circumvented
Rose by soliciting the Ford
Foundation for funding to
produce an update to The Flow
of the News Study. This effort
was unavailing, principally,
according to Markel, because of
the Foundation’s reluctance to
fund an IPI project when
“there is a ruckus between
Markel and Rose.”119
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Markel softened his
opinion of Rose’s stewardship
of the IPI as he gained some
distance from the contretemps
of the 1950s. By 1963 he was
able to tell Jenkin Lloyd Jones
that while “Rose did not like
[the flow of the news study] or
believe in it,” it was the
execution of the study, and not
necessarily intrigues
orchestrated by Rose, that
rendered “it about 30%
successful in that it asked the
right questions, even if it did
not come up with any right
answers.”120 Markel continued
to believe that “The Flow of the
News Study was an important
and essential undertaking as a
blueprint for the future activity
of the Institute.”121 The Cold
War had become, if anything,
more complex, and the
concomitant “need for
international understanding
made it urgent that the flow of
information be as unhampered
as possible.”122 The credo with
which Markel had begun the
IPI in 1949 was now more
relevant than ever: “there
cannot be understanding unless
there is good information (by
which I mean information that
is accurate, complete, and in

perspective); and the
newspaper is, or should be, the
prime source of that
information.”123 Markel still
believed as late as 1966 that
“the basic argument for the IPI
itself remained its willingness to
re-commit itself to studying the
flow of the news” in order first
to reveal “the distortions” that
impede international
understanding and then forge a
brand of interpretative
journalism that could correct
those distortions.124 It was only
by dedicating itself to such “a
new and significant research
program” that the IPI could
address “the crisis in the affairs
of the Institute,”125 and this
research program would pivot
around a vigorous new Flow of
the News Study:
[Apropos] the
problem of the “flow of
the news,” I feel
apologetic about the
phrase, but I know of no
other and so, despite all
the cat calls, I hold
doggedly to it. But here
is the basic argument for
improving the news flow;
it is, in fact, the basic
argument for the IPI
itself….
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… the fact is that
the press is not doing the
kind of job in the
international arena that is
needed. Too much of it
is devoted to
entertainment rather than
information, to sensation
rather than to solid
reporting.
As a result, the
pictures nations have, one
of another, are often
distorted, international
relations are severely
damaged and there are
clogs and rust in the
information pipelines.126
America was “trying [its]
best to play a world role in
which [it] had been thrust
almost unwillingly.”127 Markel
continued to believe that this
role required a public that had
the kind of accurate and
textured picture of the people
of other countries that
interpretative reporting could
provide. The Flow of the News
Study remained for Markel the
best vehicle for fostering the
type of interpretative reporting
capable of orienting Americans
in both space and time such
that they could navigate the

new Cold War landscape in
ways that would increase
international understanding.
Conclusion
George Kennan, the
architect of the policy of
containment that came to
define America’s approach to
managing the Soviet threat
during the 1940s and 1950s,
distinguished between the
Soviet regime and the Russian
people in a series of lectures he
delivered at the National War
College in the fall of 1947.
While the former, Kennan
claimed, could not be
negotiated with “because the
United States and the Soviet
Union shared no common
interests,” the people of Russia
were “still potentially our
friends… I believe we still have
the possibility of bringing
[them] over to our side.”128
Lester Markel believed
that “the urgencies of his time”
required newspapers to
embrace interpretative
reporting in order to “solve the
problem of public opinion”
that was, in his view, impeding
Americans’ efforts to manage
the uncertainty generated by
the Cold War. Fostering the
25

mutual understanding between
Americans and the people of
both the Eastern and the
Western blocs was an
important part of managing this
uncertainty for both the
authors of the Hutchins
Commission’s Report and for
Markel. Markel’s effort to
manage his own uncertainty,
which he expressed in his 1950
New York Times Magazine article,
about the American and the
Soviet regimes’ ability “to
control man” propelled his
campaign for a type of
interpretative reporting that
could create “understanding
between peoples and peoples
rather than… understanding
between leaders and leaders or
between diplomats and
diplomats.” Interpretative
reporting could give Americans
the sense of “setting, sequence,
and significance” that they
needed to orient themselves in
the changing Cold War
landscape in ways that would
point them toward rather away
from both their allies and their
adversaries.
As Ingold maintained in
his discussion of wayfinding,
“knowing one’s present
whereabouts has nothing to do

with fixing your location in
space… knowing where you are
lies not in the establishment of
a point-to-point
correspondence between the
world and its representation,
but in the remembering of
journeys previously made, and
that brought you to the place
along the same or different
paths.”129 Markel conceived of
The Flow of the News Study as an
exercise that would do more
than fix Americans’ location in
space by tracking the comings
and goings of information
across borders. It would be
instead the first step in a turn
toward interpretative
journalism that would give
Americans a purchase on both
the origins and future trajectory
of the Cold War and the
interests and concerns they
shared with the people of other
countries, interests and
concerns that, if properly
understood, could allow the
twain of East and West to
meet. The failure of the study
to go beyond counting and
coding stories was thus
disappointing to Markel. He
did not merely want to track
international stories. He
wanted to demonstrate how
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interpretative reporting could
help Americans manage the
uncertainty spawned by the
nuclear age by highlighting the
interests they shared with both
their adversaries and their allies.
The Cold War
foregrounded the precarious
nature of peace in a way that
prompted new fears. The
management of a moment
when “peace and war kiss each
other”130 even in the
performance of daily tasks,
required, Markel believed, a
press that could give the public
the context and explanation it
needed to understand where

they were and wither they were
tending. Markel maintained
that interpretative reporting
could situate Americans in both
time and in space in a way that
would allow them to see
commonality where the
bellicose political rhetoric of
the Cold War suggested there
was only division. It was a
conviction he did not relinquish
even after the failure of The
Flow of the News Study. Lester
Markel continued to wage his
own personal twilight struggle
against his critics until the end
of his career.131
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