The Meanings of Public Opinion

ere they alive today, our nation’s founders might not be surprised
@ v that public opinion is still an important force in American politics.
Yet, they would be astonished to learn just how pervasive discussions of
public opinion have become. The president, members of Congress, can-
didates for public office, interest group leaders, journalists, and corporate
exccutives, as well as ordinary citizens, constantly ask the same question:
“What does the public think?” Our leaders need to know what sorts of
policies and initiatives voters support, but a variety of other groups and
individuals also need to have a working knowledge of public opinion at
any given time. Interest group leaders must decide which battles to wage
and how strongly their efforts will be supported by their constituents.
Journalists, who are key players in the measurerent and communication
of public opinion, need to know what their readers and viewers want to
hear about, but they also survey the political landscape for those of us
who are curious about the attitudes of our fellow citizens. Even corporate
executives must keep their “ears to the ground” to understand trends in
American culture—what consumers think about, what they purchase,
and, generally, how they choose to live.

Since so many parties need to understand the state of American pub-
lic opinion, there are a variety of sources that interested groups and indi-
viduals can turn to for such information. One of the most obvious indi-
cators of public opinion is the sample survey or opinion poll. These
quantitative data can often give us a sense of how Americans feel about
policy issues, social practices, or lifestyle issues. Another source of intor-
mation about public opinion is vote tallies after elections or referenda.
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These reports often reveal citizens’ preferences in very dramatic ways. Yet
students of American politics must go beyond these obvious techniques
for assessing public opinion and think about all of the “places” that citi-
zens’ opinions can be found—in the scripts of television programming; at
political rallies, town meetings, or city council hearings; in the rhetoric of
journalism; in the dialogue among friends who frequent a cofteehouse or
neighborhood bar; and in the political discussions one hears on talk radio
or sees on the Internet. This book focuses on all the ways that public
opinion is measured and expressed, taking a broad view of what the
phrase “public opinion” really means. If one thinks of public opinion only
as the result of opinion polls, one will not achieve a sophisticated under-
standing of our political culture.

There are three key terms that summarize the concerns of this text:
politics, communication, and social process. What do we mean by these
words? Politics, in the context of this book, refers to the ways we gov-
ern ourselves and divide national resources. Many of the chapters in-
clude discussions of how public opinion is translated into policy and
how it shapes our institutions. Public opinion is certainly important
during political campaigns, and journalists do—for better or worse—
keep us abreast of the “horse race” as it unfolds. Yet public opinion plays
an extremely important role in public and private policy debates—on
both domestic and foreign affairs—among our legislators. A good ex-
ample is President George W. Bush’s decision to overthrow the regime
of Saddam Hussein in 2003. On the basis of opinion polling, media re-
ports, and other sources, Bush believed that Americans supported mil-
itary action, so he pursued an aggressive foreign policy. It is doubtful
that he would have engaged the Iraqi army had it not been for the sup-
portive nature of public opinion. Bush, like his father before him and
most late-twentieth-century American presidents, was extraordinarily
dependent on public opinion.

The notion that public opinion and politics are connected is obvious,
but communication issues have received far less scholarly attention than
they deserve. How is public opinion expressed in America? Do the media
influence the ways opinions are communicated, as well as the actual sub-
stance of those opinions? In the late twentieth century, we have come to
assume that we are in an “information age,” but what does that really
mean with regard to public opinion? This book explores how both mass
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FIGURE 1.1  Public opinien demonstration during the Vietnam War years. (Photo
courtesy of the Library of Congress)

media and interpersonal forms of communication shape public senti-
ment. In the realm of interpersonal communication, for example, we
draw upon social psychology to understand how a tendency toward con-
formity among citizens often guides the ways they behave and how they
vote. And since the diffusion of film in the early years of this century,
communication researchers have studied how mass media can construct
the political world by reflecting our preferences and often dictating those
preferences. In recent years, for example, talk radio has become an im-
portant forum for political discussion and has often had an immediate ef-
fect on politics. In one analysis, researchers have argued that talk radio al-
most single-handedly forced Zoé Baird, a nominee for U.S. attorney
general, to withdraw from the confirmation process in 1992, This is a
particularly interesting case of the importance of talk radio, as newspaper
and broadcast journalists believed that Baird would be casily confirmed.
Although national journalists predicted that Baird’s nomination would
.receive a “rubber stamp” from the Senate, talk radio program hosts were
nundated with calls from a public outraged by Baird’s violation of the so-
cial security Jaws. In this case, as in many others, talk radio joined the
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conventional communication outlets of the moment (newspapers, nightly
news broadcasts, and news magazines) as a powerful force in American
politics.!

Finally, public opinion is the result of social processes, and social
processes affect the nature of American attitudes. By this, we mean that
public opinion is intertwined with a variety of societal forces and institu-
tions, such as the changing American demographic profile, the problems
of inner cities, and the state of family life. For example, in later chapters
we spend some time discussing fads in fashion and language that reflect
changing public attitudes, but we also consider how changes in material
or linguistic culture might affect the ways we view our government, our
Jeaders, and each other. The point is that public opinion is embedded in
culture: Tt is not an entity that can be easily disentangled from social life,
so we must always be aware of the conditions surrounding the communi-

cation of opinions and beliefs.

WHY STUDY PUBLIC OPINION?

Public opinion research is a very broad field, because scholars in many dis-
ciplines need to understand how attitudes about public affairs are formed,
communicated, and measured. Public opinion study is as old as democracy
itself: The ancient Greek philosophers knew that the analysis of popular
sentiments was crucial to the design of government by the people. There
are, however, some very specific reasons why so many scholars and public
officials study and care about the state of public opinion.

1. Policy, in Democratic States, Should Rest on Public Opinion

Although democratic theorists have disagreed about how much of a role
the public should play in the design of public policy, almost all believe
that people should have some say in how they are governed. The role of
public opinion in discussions of democracy takes two forms.

First, there are people’s global opinions about institutions. For exam-
ple, how much do members of the public trust their leaders? Do they be-
lieve that Congress is responsive to their needs? Do Americans think that
political campaigns are instructive and efficient or simply “horse races”
orchestrated by highly paid political consultants? The answers to these

questions are complex and will be discussed in subscquent chapters of this
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b.ool‘<, but the point is that public opinion about the general state of poli-
tics is ifn~portant and worthy of our attention. If trust in government is
low or 1f.. a large segment of the population does not believe that their
congressional representatives are responsive to their needs, a democratic
state may deteriorate: Voting rates may decline dramatically, and dema-
gogues might emerge with rather undemocratic ways of “fixing” the sys-
tem. Over the last few decades, Americans have grown far 1n§rc cynical
about their institutions, but we have yet to witness the sort of éevere
decay in institutional loyalty that destroys many budding democracies.
Second, beyond the general attitudes people hold about political insti-
tutions and leadership are the opinions they have about specific policy
matters. Chapter Nine explores the links between public opinion and
public policy in depth, and that linkage is among the most important rea-
sons why we study popular attitudes. Presidents, members of Congress
state legislators, and even local city council members must always bf’t
aware of public opinion as they design the sorts of regulations and pro-
grams that affect our daily lives. Sometimes, leaders promote a policy and
the public quickly supports their ideas, as in the early days of a mi']itary
conflict (the “rally round the flag” effect). Under other conditions, there is
a gr'oundswell of opinion, and leaders respond to expressions of public
sentiment with legislative action (see Figure 1.1). In the vast majority of
cases, however, the interaction between public opinion and the formation
of public policy is far more complex because communication among in-
volvcsl parties is so imperfect. Journalists, for example, can often, eti’ther
know1‘ngly or unknowingly, distort public opinion through their reports
s policymakers find it difficult to figure out whose voice; they are listen—,
ing to—those of media professionals or average citizens. Alternately
journalists can misrepresent or fail to cover aspects of a policy debate and7
that can affect the ways that the public responds to legislative endea,vors.

2. Re.xj)ec‘z‘jor Public Opinion Is a Safeguard Against Demagoguery

Ir.1 all nations, and in all eras, there is a risk that a single demagogue or
dictator may grab the reins of power. We have witnessed many suzh oc-
currences over the course of the twentieth century. Understanding and re-
specting public opinion is not an absolute safcguard against the rise of a

di ] . . . .
ctator, ycF public opinion is one of the few potentially cffective checks
on leadership available in a democracy.
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Tn less dramatic cases, for instauce, where leaders show bad judgment
or are incompetent or corrupt, public opinion can force public officials
out of office, either directly or indirectly. In the summer and fall of 1995,
for example, U.S. senator Bob Packwood (R—Oregon) was pressured to
resign from the Senate over allegations of sexual misconduct and finan-
cial improprieties. At the start of Packwood’s troubles years earlier, his
colleagues had mixed reactions to the charges, with some calling for his
resignation and others arguing that the case against him was overblown.
Yet public opinion, both in Oregon and around the nation, gradually
turned against Packwood, and the Senate was forced to acknowledge
popular sentiment. This acknowledgment most certainly played a role in
the way the Senate Ethics Committee investigated the Packwood matter
and in its eventual findings.

There are a variety of ways that public opinion serves as a check on
leadership. In many instances, such as the Packwood case or the 2003 ef-
fort to recall Governor Gray Davis of California, a group or groups of cit-
izens are upset about the actions of a public official and other leaders
share those sentiments. Under these circumstances, there is an interaction
between public officials and the electorate, with both reinforcing the
other’s opinions. In other cases, there is truly a “bottom-up” display of
public annoyance or outrage with the actions of a leader, and government
reacts or fails to react to that display. Finally, in some instances, _political
actors attempt to block the actions of other elites and try to persuade the
public to join them in such maneuvering. In all three cases, public opin-
ion serves as a powerful force that directs the actions of our elected and

appointed leaders.

3. Public Opiﬂion Provides Clues About Culture

Understanding public opinion on policy and social issues is crucial to stu-
dents of American culture, because understanding popular sentument t0°
ward specific issues gives us insight into larger currents in American life.
Since it is difficult for social scientists to “measure” and report on the
many dimensions of American culture, we need to make inferences about
that larger culture from narrower studies of public attitudes.

An example of this approach—trying to understand cultural values
and trends by studying particular issue attitudes—is research on public
feeling toward welfare programs. Since the creation of a set of antipoverty

Chapter One. The Meanings of Public Opinion

programs in the 1960s, public opinion researchers have asked citi;
how they feel about such initiatives. Although such questions )r:: e
variety of difficulties to survey researchers, as the way such pI'Ojl"I: C“lt .
described can elicit very different answers from respondents ?c;tfliqdrcf
these studies tell us a lot about American norms and values. ]f’ 511;va & rz-
searchers, over the course of several years, ask about whether welfar(; }l;el -
faﬁts sh'ould be tied to work on the part of aid recipients and respondenls
increasingly supPort this idea, we learn something about changing values:
The trend m'fly indicate a growing impatience with the poor, a 1'e;1ewal of
the work ethic, or a general resurgence of conservative political ideology.
All of‘ ‘tl'lese hypotheses need more rigorous study, but social scientists :ue
often “tipped off” about larger cultural trends by survey results.

Although we will take up this issue i Chapter Three in our discussion
of methodologies for understanding public opinion, one might argue that
S}d’)lic opinion and culture are so intertwined as to be inseparablz In a((i—
arllt(lioglzoliil;jgéﬂz :Coircqe Sif Ise;;hc:uc Igroducts? (e.g., art, music, 'dancc,

S d peoples norms, values, and sentiments
(see Box 1.1). Relatedly, the best public opinion research usually reveals
norms, values, and sentiments. In this book, we try to take a broad ap-
proach to understanding public opinion, and although we do not use the

hrase “public opinion” : i
g public opinion” and the word “culture” interchangeably, we often
raw parallels between the two concepts.

BOX 1.1 CULTURE, ART, AND PUBLIC OPINION | o

Hlstgry often provides excellent examples of how culture and public opinion
z;eip”‘:te}:;’\/oven.l Lgt us take one interesting historical case of this relation-
cato i”u:?ptl ar;ty of Shakespearean drama in nineteenth-century Amer-
Lawrence L;\E/]i:eh:;t;}eezusf-‘/'o/tg sxample comes from 2 book by historian
Hierarchy in Amelr/‘ca, ighbrow; Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural
pealeg ’to nore wglw ktJod_ay and across cla;s lines, because his drama ap-
Shakespearean ] asic beliefs émo;wg Americans at the time. In particular,
had meaning to ara":ﬂé emphasized the st.rug.gl.e of the individual: "His plays

ation that placed the individual at the center of the uni-
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verse and personalized the large questions of the day.'? Levine gives an ex-
ample of how popular political feeling of the period manifested itself in May
1849, when two leading Shakespearean actors {the American Edwin Forrest
and the British star William Charles Macready) were giving competing per-
formances in two different New York theaters:

Forrest's vigorous acting style, his militant love of his country, his out-
spoken belief in its citizenry, and his frequent articulation of the possibil-
ities of self-improvement and social mobility endeared him to the Ameri-
can people, whife Macready's cerebral acting style, his aristocratic
demeanor, and his identification with the wealthy gentry made him ap-
pear Forrest's diametric opposite. On May 7, Macready and Forrest ap-
peared against one another in separate productions of Macbeth. Forrest's
performance, at the Broadway Theater, was a triumph poth dramatically
and politicaily. When Forrest spoke Macheth's lines, “What rhubarb,
senna or what purgative drug will scour these English hence?” the entire
audience, according to the actor Lester Wallack, “rose and cheered for
many minutes”” Macready’s performance, at the Astor Place Opera
House, was never heard—he was silenced by a storm of boos and cries
of "Three groans for the codfish aristocracy,” which drowned out appeals
for order from those in the boxes, and by an avalanche of eggs, apples,
potatoes, lemons, and ultimately, chairs hurled from the gallery, which
forced him to leave the stage in the third act.2

The next evening, 1,800 people gathered at the Opera House to shout
Macready down. A riot ensued, and when it was over, twenty-two people
were dead and over 150 injured.

For our purposes, this colorful yet tragic incident in American theatrical
history has a variety of implications. To begin with, it demonstrates how the
performing arts rest upon ideology: Americans of the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, as well as those living in the late twentieth century, have often been
hostile toward art and artists who somehow reflect unpopular beliefs. This
example also underscores the fact that public opinion and cufture are inextri-
cably intertwined: Americans have never drawn a sharp dividing line be-
tween politics and art. Finally, the riot illustrates how political expression {vi-
olent expression, in this instance) manifests itself in a variety of forms. In
this case, a dramatic performance served as a trigger for public discourse
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and action, but often speeches, telecasts, and actions of our leaders serve
as catalysts for the display of pent-up ideological feeling.

NOTES

1. l._avvrence W Levine, Highbrow, Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in
America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), p. 63.
2. lbid

4. Public Opinion Must, a‘z‘ Times, be Mobilized

I?l}ring national emergencies, and at times of war, presidents must urge
CltlZ.CHS to act in prescribed ways. The most obvious circumstance is
wartime, when Americans must make compromises—by sending sons
and'daughtcrs off to war, by conserving scarce resources, and by Volun;
teering where needed. During World War 11, this sort of mobilization
was not particularly difficult. That war was, to use Studs Terkel’s
phrase, a “good war,” one in which our goals seemed just and there was
c.ons.ensus‘ that we were engaged in a struggle for freedom. Other mobi-
lizations for war have been more difficult or more complicated. A vocal
'flnd intelligent antiwar sentiment existed in the days before our entr
into World War 1, for example, as a variety of writers and ;1rti.sts at}—,
tempted to persuade Americans that the United States should stay out
of European affairs (see Figure 1.2). And much more recently, in the
'19605, President Lyndon B. Johnson attempted to convince an increas-
mgly resistant public that U.S. military action in Vietnam was proper
and morally sound. e
Rega'rdless of one’s feclings about U.S. involvement in the two world
;Vars ?r in Vietnam, it is clear that a president who needs to mobilize pub-
1;1351;1110:£1risttug:1tt;1g(fielz'lt‘ntl.lfl thT nature of public opinion. The same
inepire ol e % Ii ({LS, wI o tr'y to make sense of government-
e ¢ ve action. er what circumstances do people support
president with patriotic fervor, and why? How should military leaders
present the nature of a conflict to the public in order to make the cause a
POpular one? An understanding of public attitudes, beliefs, and values i;
frlnportant if leaders are to persuade us with their rhetoric, ’but they m\us:r
also have a good grasp of public opinion dynamics—the interaction of
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EMToR CAPITALEST POLITICEAR

ch,vmg Tbeu‘ thg&

FIGURE 1.2 “Having their fling.” This cartoon, drawn by artist Art Young in‘ 1917,
depicts a variety of parties who supported U.S. participation n Worlld.War 1, whu?h
Young opposed. The drawing cventually was used in a landmark s-cdltxon casc against.
Young and several other writers and artists who produced the antiwar, socialist magazinc
called the Masses. A jury found the group not guilty, although the Masses eventually
folded due to a varic;ty of other financial and political problems. Reprinted from the
Masses, July 1917 issue.
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media and public opinion, the notion that different channels of communi-
cation have different effects on audiences, and the like.

5. Public Opinion Dictates the Bounds of U.S. Foreign Policy

The relationship between foreign policy and public opinion is a complex
one and will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Nine. Yet this con-
nection 1s so important that it should be mentioned here as one of the
reasons that students of American politics need to be concerned with the
nature of public opinion.

In general, making foreign policy is the domain of our leaders, who
usually have both more expertise and more information than the average
citizen. However, this does not mean that public officials design foreign
policy without attention to popular sentiment: The president, Congress,
and the State Department typically make foreign policy within ideologi-
cal boundaries determined by American values and priorities. In other
words, public opinion determines the broad framework within which for-
cign affairs are debated. How do our leaders discern this framework so
they can act? Policymakers have a variety of tools for doing this. They can
rely on opinion polls, which ask both general and specific questions about
foreign affairs. A general question might concern citizens’ notions about
the purposes of foreign aid or whether the United States should tie trade
agreements to human rights standards. Specific questions typically focus
on contemporary events that demand some sort of response from Amer-
ican leadership.

Beyond polling, though, presidents and other policymakers can use
history as a guide when trying to discern what policies or interventions
Americans will accept or reject. Thus, for example, when the possibility of
intervention in a foreign conflict arises, presidents and members of Con-
gress often look for previous cases on which to base policy. In cases like
the civil war in the former Yugoslavia, for instance, policymakers debated
the suitability of intervention—particularly in the early days of the con-
flict. Many drew parallels between Nazi atrocities committed during
World War I1 and the reports of torture inflicted upon Bosnian civilians
by the Serbs. Many argued that the United States might have saved a
large number of Jews had it intervened in the internal politics of Nazi
Qermany (e.g., bombing train lines to concentration camps) instead of
Just concerning itself with the threats to American interests and Ameri-
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can soldiers. Whether such humanitarian actions were really possible or
not, the analogy between Nazi Germany and the situation in Bosnia gave
policymakers a framework for thinking about what sorts of foreign policy
maneuvers Americans will or will not tolerate. Another example is the
national debate over aid to the Nicaraguan contras in the 1980s (see Box
1.2). Many decision makers, both those who agreed with President Rea-
gan’s pleas for increased aid and those who disagreed, did worry about re-
peating American mistakes in Vietnam. Our policy toward Vietnam was
a catalyst for a tremendous public outcry, although it took many years for
this rebuff of administration policy to emerge.

At the time of this writing, in the middle of 2004, we are witnessing
an extraordinary example of how public opinion can dictate the bound-
aries of action in foreign policy. In particular, the devastating events of
September 11, 2001-the destruction of the World Trade Center towers,
attack on the Pentagon, and hijacking of commercial airplanes—have
made it possible for President George W. Bush to pursue a wide range of
interventionist foreign policy endeavors. These range from the invasion
and restructuring of Afghanistan to the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in
Iraq. Public opinion, which rallied so strongly around Bush in the months
and years after September 11, made it possible for him to undertake dra-
matic activity abroad, even when the United Nations and many allies dis-
agreed with these ventures.

BOX 1.2 DID THE PUBLIC PLAY A ROLE IN
THE CONTRA AID DEBATE?

In 1979, socialist rebels took over the government in the Central American
nation of Nicaragua. They replaced a dictator, Anastasio Somoza, who had
headed a largely corrupt government known for a horrific number of human
rights abuses. President Reagan feared the changes a socialist government
might make in Nicaragua and also argued that this left-wing regime would
threaten U.S. interests in Latin America more generally. In 1982, a group of
rebels who came to be known as the “contras” staged their first attack
against the new Sandinista government in order to challenge its rule.
Throughout the 1980s, Reagan asked Congress for funds to help the contras
overthrow the Sandinistas. Much aid was approved. Fighting and bloodshed
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escalated untit 1989, when President Daniel Ortega, representing the San-
dinistas, agreed to hold open elections. In 1990, the UNO Party—a po'itical
faction supported by the first Bush administration—won the popular vote
and the contras officially disbanded.

The case of U.S. military and nonmilitary aid to the Nicaraguan contras is
an ironic one from the viewpoint of democratic theory. In this instance, the
majority of Americans were solidly opposed to aiding the contras, even
though President Reagan argued strongly for helping these rebels overthrow
their government. Most surveys indicated that somewhere between 53 per-
cent and 63 percent of Americans polled during 1986 and 1987 thought that
we should not aid the contras.! Yet Congress regularly approved aid pack-
ages, despite the wishes of the public as discerned through opinion polls.
Why such a mismatch? Does this case demonstrate that democratic theory
is flawed—that leaders do not listen to the public when making foreign pol-
icy? William LeoGrande, a professor of political science and former staff
member of the House Democratic Caucus on Central America, is in a good
position to explain. He asks:

Did the public matter? Not in the way that theories of democratic represen-
tation would normally prescribe. Public opinion was consistently opposed to
the Reagan administration’s policy of aiding the Nicaraguan contras, yet the
administration pursued it doggedly throughout the decade and the Congress
supported it to one degree or another from 1982 to 1984 and again from
1985 to 1987. Both Congress and the executive could afford to be unrespon-
sive to public opinion because the issue never achieved a high encugh level
of salience for the mass public to focus on it. When their opinions were
elicited by pollsters, people expressed dissatisfaction with the direction in
which the Reagan administration was headed, but they had only the vaguest
idea of what was going on in the region. . . . Even though opposition to Rea-
9an's Nicaragua policy remained uniformiy high for almost a decade, De-
mocrats never quite believed the polls. They worried that a crisis in the re-
gion would allow Reagan to act decisively, the public would “rally round the
flag,” and the Democrats would be politically vulnerable. Thus the Democrats
felt compelled to Support some poticy other than simply abandoning the con-
tras, lest Nicaragua develop into “another Cuba”. .. The ghost of Joe Mc-
Carthy and the hysteria over "Who lost China?” stalked the Democrats
throughout the contra aid debates. {emphasis added)?
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LeoGrande's remarks, 5, which are the concluding section of his study,
demonstrate just how commplex the relationship between public opinion and
foreign policy can be. In 1 the case of Nicaragua, Reagan was not able to
achieve his central goal—ti-the immediate overthrow of the Sandinista govern-
ment. But he was able to g get aid to the contra rebels because it seemed less
distasteful to Democratic ¢ congressmen than sending in U.S. troops and be-
cause public attitudes abotout Nicaragua were so vague and ill-formed. Thus,
here is a case of a mismatatch hetween public opinion and policy that was the
result of weak expression a of public opinion and also, one might argue, weak
leadership skills on the pavart of Democratic congressional leaders. Conceiv-
ably, those leaders might k have solidified public opinion further, in opposition
to aid, and might have molobilized voters. But they did not.

Also interesting in LeoGGrande's comments are the multiple references to
history. We noted earlier hchow important collective memory is when it comes
to making foreign policy. InIn the case of Nicaragua, policymakers had a variety
of memories to contend wiwith in their attempts to avoid upsetting Americans.
Because Republicans fearared “another Vietnam,” they were cautious in their
rhetoric about our involverement in the Central American nation, but Democ-
rats were concerned that tt the traditional American fear of communism might
persuade the public that ReReagan’s policy was the right one.

NOTES
1. Richard Sobel, ed., Publiblic Opinion in U.S. Foreign Policy: The Controversy over
Contra Aid (Lanham, MD: Rowwman and Littlefield, 1993).
2. William M. LeoGrande, ', "Did the Public Matter? The Impact of Opinion on Con-
gressional Support for Ronald Id Reagan’'s Nicaragua Policy,” in Sobel, Public Opinion in
U.S. Foreign Policy, pp. 185-18186.

THE MEANNING OF PUBLIC OPINION

Although “public opinion™” is an essential concept in democratic theory, it
has been very difficult to d define. Given the importance of public opinion,
it may seem odd that schololars do not agree on a definition. The reason for
this lack of consensus is r: rooted in the fact that so many researchers and
theorists from so many diflifferent disciplines have contributed to the field
but have come to the studidy of public opinion with different assumptions
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and methodologies. Yet this is not the only reason that public opinion is
hard to define. Some of the ambiguity in the term simply reflects the
problematic nature of the concept, which is inherently vague and nebu-
lous. In addition, the meaning of public opinion is also tied to historical
circumstance—the sort of political culture that exists, the nature of com-
munication technology, and the importance of public participation in the
everyday workings of government.

A good place to begin our discussion of how to define “public opinion”
is to consider what constitutes a “public.” The concept of a public grew
out of Enlightenment democratic ideals and the many important social
transformations that took place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. A working definition of a public grew from its contrasts to
other kinds of social formations, most prominently crowds and masses.

The Crowd

In the carly twentieth century, the new science of “crowd psychology” (a
forerunner of social psychology) developed to explain how individuals could
be caught up in mass behavior and transformed. How was it that people
were collectively enticed to do things they would never dream of doing
alone? For example, how can cheerleaders at a football game get people in
the stands to jump, shout, yell, and dance, behaviors in which these people
would not normally engage? During the early twentieth century, societics
were becoming more urban and the labor and socialist movements were be-
ginning to assert themsclves. There were strikes, riots, and other instances
of collective behavior that many elites feared signaled future disaster.

The most prominent of the crowd psychology sclolars was Gustave
Le Bon, who wrote about public opinion in the early decades of the
twentieth century. He believed that crowd behavior resulted from (1) the
anonymity of crowd members resulting in a perception of “invincibility”
and lack of personal responsibility, (2) the contagion of ideas and feelings
i the crowd producing rapid shifts in behavior, and (3) the suggestibility
of the crowd, enabling people to hold ideas and behave in ways they
would not normally behave.? In fact, William Trotter likened crowds to
animal herds—with the actions of the “lead” individuals transmitting to
the others by “suggestion.”

The crowd is essentially defined by its “unity of emotional experi-
ence.”¥ According to contemporary opinion researcher Vincent Price,
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“The crowd develops in response to shared emotions.”s However, the
study of crowds has expanded to consider fads, crazes, and social move-
ments, and some scholars believe that crowdlike phenomena could be
central to the early formation and expression of public opinion.®

The Mass

Crowds are defined by their shared emotional experiences, but masses are
defined by their interpersonal isolation. Sociologist Herbert Blumer
notes that a mass is composed of anonymous individuals who engage in
very little interaction or communication,” and Price notes that a mass is
extremely heterogeneous, including people from all strata of society and
all walks of life.8 A mass “merely consists of an aggregation of individuals
who are separate, detached, anonymous,” reacting in response to their
own needs, Blumer argues.”

This concept of mass also grew out of the social transformations oc-
curring at the turn of the century. People became more mobile. They
moved to the cities and became disconnected from their roots in family
and village life. They worked long hours and returned home to anony-
mous neighborhoods. This kind of disconnection was troubling, because
it removed the checks on antisocial behavior that are possible in families
and villages where everyone knows everyone else. Blumer suggests that
what binds a mass together is a common focus of interest or attention.
Examples of a mass mentioned by Blumer include individuals “who are
excited by some national event, those who share in a land boom, those
who are interested in a murder trial which is reported in the press, or
those who participate in some large migration.”’® People who are mem-
bers of a mass share an experience or an idea in common, but they may be
unaware of this fact because they are unaware of each other. Despite this
lack of awareness, mass behavior can have social consequences, for exam-
ple, when the individual buying decisions of millions of people turn an
unknown recording artist into a star. Similarly, individual voting decisions
can elect a new and largely unknown political candidate to office.

The Public

A public can be positively contrasted to a crowd and a mass. The crowd
develops in response to shared emotions; the public organizes in response
to an issue. Entering the crowd requires only “the ability to feel and em-
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pathize,” whereas joining the public requires also “the ability to think and
reason with others.” The behavior of the public could be guided at least
partially by a shared emotional drive, but “when the public ccases to be
critical, it dissolves or 1s transformed into a crowd.”!!

Unlike a mass, a public is self-aware. Blumer defines a public as “a
group of people (a) who are confronted by an issue, (b) who are divided
in the ideas as to how to meet the issue, and (c) who engage in discussion
over the issue.”12 Thus, the essence of a public’s activity is discourse over
a controversy. This process of discourse, according to Blumer, means that
public opinion is always rational, though it is not always intelligent.
When a public becomes a crowd, it creates “public sentiment” rather than
public opinion.

Another important difference between a public and a mass was em-
phasized by the sociologist C. Wright Mills in the 1950s. In a public, in-
dividuals should be as capable of expressing opinions as they are of re-
ceiving them. Debate continues over whether a “true” public so defined
actually exists in twentieth-century America. Some, like Mills, argue that
American citizens are more like a mass of isolated individuals who receive
opinions via the media. Others take a more positive view of public dis-
course, citing interpersonal discussions and phenomena like talk radio.

Despite a chronic definitional problem, public opinion research is still
a field with boundaries. Not all studies of American culture are studies of
public opinion, because the study of public opinion does concern the for-
mation, communication, and measurement of citizens’ attitudes toward
public affairs. We believe that there are five reasonable definitions of pub-
lic opinjon that are distinct but that also overlap to some extent. It is best
not to treat these categories as mutually exclusive, since the lines between
them are not as clear as we might like.

Category 1: Public Opinion Is an Aggregation of Individual Opinions.
Many researchers, journalists, policymakers, and citizens think of public
opinion as the simple sum of many individual opinions. This is the most
common definition of public opinion in contemporary American politics,
and it serves as the justification for using surveys and polls to measure
public opinion. By using the process of random selection, opinion polls
enable an efficient aggregation of individual opinions. The fact that all
Professionally conducted polls randomly select individuals—across social
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groups—to be interviewed means that one can take the results of those
interviews and make general claims about the entire population.

This definition is widely shared in public life today for several rea-
sons. First, it gives one straightforward direction about how to measure
the public mood: If public opinion is the aggregation of individual opin-
ions, it is clear that we must interview individuals and add their opinions
together to ascertain public opinion. Relatedly, the methodology of
polling has become routinized over the last decade, so that any trained
researcher with resources and computers can conduct a competent sur-
vey of the public. Second, this definition of public opinion resonates
with the structure of the popular election, which serves as the basis for
democratic process. Surveys are like elections in the way they tally
“votes” (opinions), so they seem to fit our particular system of gover-
nance. Third, this sort of quantitative approach to understanding public
opinion enables researchers, journalists, and others to engage in complex
causal analyses of public opinion. If an analyst polls a sample of Ameri-
can citizens about welfare reform, for example, that makes it possible to
test hypotheses about the relationship between support for reform and
one’s race, class, gender, political affiliation, or religion. Furthermore, the
researcher can analyze how political attitudes and values are connected:
Do those citizens who trust government officials tend to support re-
form? Or do those who have immense trust in government fear welfare
reform proposals that reduce government’s role in managing entitlement
programs?

Polling is used by legislators, presidents, and journalists to get a sense
of how people feel about various policy issues, but surveys also give us
some insight into more general attitudes about social life. The mass
media offer up an enormous number of surveys cach day that describe
public attitudes on race relations, gender roles, religious values, and the
like. Sometimes these polls shed light on policy debates, but more often
they are interesting notes on culture, in and of themselves.

Category 2: Public Opinion Is a Reflection of Majority Beligfs.  Scveral the-
orists argue that we need to think of public opinion as the equivalent of
social norms—that the values and beliefs of the majority of citizens are
the true basis of public opinion. Another way of saying this is that the
only public opinion that really matters, when it comes to policymaking, is
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what most Americans think. Theorists who use this definition are not
making a judgment about the majority being right or wrong on a partic-
ular subject: They are simply reporting that people do pay close atte ntion
to the opinions of friends, coworkers, and neighbors and tend to conform
to majority opinion among their significant others.

One researcher who supports this definition of public opinion is Elis-
abeth Noelle-Neumann, whose work we discuss in subsequent chapters.
She argues that public opinion is best defined as the “opinions on con-
troversial issues that one can express in public without isolating one-
self.”13 Noelle-Neumann believes that citizens do a surveillance of their
environment, try to get a sense of what majority opinion is like on a par-
ticular topic, and then either express themselves or keep quiet on the
subject. She calls this theory the “spiral of silence” because she thinks
that people remain silent when they realize that they hold a minority
opinion and, as a result, minority opinion appears to be even less perva-
sive than it really is. Noclle-Neumann bases her theory on the tracts of
great philosophers (e.g., John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau), as well
as on the large number of conformity experiments in the field of social
psychology.

There is considerable debate about Noelle-Neumann's hypothesis.
First, there have been a variety of assaults on her methodology, that is,
how she studies the problem of conformity in public opinion. Second,
one wonders whether people really feel the need to conform to majority
opinion on all policy and social issues. Finally, there is a bit of confusion
about citizens’ sources of information—where we learn about majority
opinion. Do we learn about majority opinion from media reports and
polls? Or are our significant others a more important source of informa-
tion (and persuasion) than the mass media? These questions are complex,
and Chapter Six explores them in greater depth.

If one believes that public opinion is simply the aggregation of indi-
vidual opinions (the first definition above), it is easy to measure it through
polls and surveys. Yet if someone believes that the opinions we express are
not always honest, polling becomes much more problematic. When peo-
ple say one thing to a pollster but in their hearts believe just the opposite,
fesearchers need to develop much more sophisticated methods for under-
St'c}nding public opinions (those we are willing to articulate aloud) and
Private opinions (those opinions we keep to ourselves).
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Category 3: Public Opinion Is Found in the Clash of Group Interests.  Some
scholars believe that public opinion is not so much a function of what
individuals think as a reflection of how their opinions are cultivated,
crystallized, and eventually communicated by interest groups. These may
be political parties, trade organizations, corporations, or activist groups
like the Sierra Club or the Christian Coalition. The strength of this de-
finition is that it underscores power dynamics: In political reality, orga-
nized groups are the ones that lobby for legislation, have spokespeople
who influence journalists, and mobilize votes during election campaigns.
Under this definition, then, public opinion is the result of public debate
among groups.

This definition of public opinion assumes that conflict is pervasive in
social and political life, that groups are constantly engaged in a struggle to
define social problems and provide solutions to them. People who ascribe
to this definition do not discount the opinions and attitudes of individu-
als but are most interested in how those opinions are translated into in-
terest group opinion, since interest groups act in a more powerful fashion
than do individuals. Citizens can accomplish more when they join forces,
because policymakers and journalists are more likely to be interested in
group opinion than in single opinions.

One theorist advocating this definition of public opinion is Herbert
Blumer, mentioned earlier in our discussion of masses and publics. In
1948, Blumer presented a now famous attack on survey research, 1n
which he argued that polls are an artificial means for describing public
opinion, since they do not tell us much about who the respondents are
and which interest groups they support (see Box 1.3). Opinion polls pur-
posefully treat all individual respondents equally: Each opinion is given
the same weight, and all opinions are seen as equally important. Blumer
believes that this is an unrealistic approach to understanding society,
since all citizens are not equal. Pollsters can find out the gender and race
of respondents and whether they are wealthy and educated or poor and
without much formal schooling. But it is much harder to discern
whether respondents are influential in their social circle or whether they
are active citizens who cffectively lobby local public officials and jour-
nalists, give money to particular causes, and the like. Sophisticated sur-
vey research can, in theory, probe many aspects of respondents’ behavior,
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but this is both expensive and time-consuming for those respondents.
Survey response rates have been declining in recent years and pollsters
have been working to make participation in polls a positive (and brief)
experience.

BOX 1.3 DO GROUPS MATTER MORE THAN INDIVIDUALS,
WHEN IT COMES TO PUBLIC OPINION?

In his 1948 essay on opinion polling, sociologist Herbert Blumer tried to take
the perspective of a legislator or executive. What kind of public opinion data
is important to them: the results of surveys or the opinions communicated
by interest groups?! He argued:

[The administrator] has to view society in terms of groups of divergent in-
fluence; in terms of organizations with different degrees of power; in terms
of individuals with followings; in terms of indifferent people—all, in other
words, in terms of what and who counts in his part of the social world. This
type of assessment which is called for in the instance of an organized so-
ciety in operation is well-nigh impossible to make in the case of the find-
ings of public opinion polls. We are unable to answer such questions as the
following: how much power and influence is possessed by those who have
the favorable opinion or the unfavorable opinion; who are these people
who have the opinion; whom do they represent; how well organized are
they; what groups do they belong to that are stirring around on the scene
and that are likely to continue to do so; are those people who have the
given opinion very much concerned about their opinion; are they going to
get busy and do something about it; are they going to get vociferous, mili-
tant, and troublesome; are they in the position to influence powerful
groups and individuals who are known; does the opinion represent a stud-
ied policy of significant organizations which will persist and who are likely
0 remember; is the opinion an ephemeral or momentary view which peo-
ple will quickly forget? These sample questions show how markedly diffi-
cult it is to assess the results of opinion polling from the standpoint of the
things that have to be taken into account in working in an organized soci-
ety. {emphasis in original)
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Source: "Public Opinion and Public Opinion Polling,” American Sociological Review
13 (1948):542-554, quoted passage at p. 547,

NOTES
1. On interest groups as public opinion, see also Susan Herbst, Reading Public Opin-
jon: How Political Actars View the Demacratic Pracess (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1998)

Category 4: Public Opinion Is Media and Elite Opinion. Twentieth-
century students of politics have wondered whether public opinion is a
reflection of citizens’ opinions or simply the projection of what journal-
ists, politicians, pollsters, and other “elites” believe. This notion—that
public opinion is a creation of social leaders—may sound cynical, but it
has a large number of adherents. The most famous is probably Walter
Lippmann, a journalist and political philosopher who also served as a
consultant to a variety of American legislators and presidents from World
War I through the early years of the Vietnam War. He argued that the
common citizen could not possibly stay informed on all affairs of state
and, given this impossibility, could hardly be relied upon to produce in-
telligent opinions on all public affairs. As a result, “public opinion’” is best
conceptualized as a symbolic phrase used by orators to make their own
arguments and fight their own battles with each other. Lippmann was
not arguing that people are stupid or that they need to be guided by
benevolent dictators. Yet he did believe that people lacked the time and
the energy to focus on political matters in the ways called upon by high
democratic theory.

One can find a large number of policy matters about which the Amer-
ican public knows very little. Our earlier discussion of the contra aid de-
bate in Box 1.2 serves as a good example of Lippmann’s point. Very few
citizens even knew where Nicaragua was located! The public’s confusion
about the issue undoubtedly enabled the Reagan administration to con-
struct public opinion in a manner most supportive of their policies. In
general, the public knows far less about foreign affairs than it should 1
citizens are to form thoughtful opinions about America’s overseas activi-
ties. Lippmann understood this, and as a result, he advocated that Amer-
ican government should be advised by bureaus of experts instead of by the
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average citizen. As his biographer Ronald Steele notes, Lippmann was so
disillusioned with mass democracy that he could only turn to a govern-
ment of “specialists” as a solution to the problem of an ignorant public.14
Lippmann wrote in 1925:
My sympathies are With [the private citizen], for I believe that he has been
saddled with an implpssible task and that he is asked to practice an unat-
tainable ideal. I find it so mysclf for, although public business is my main
interest and I give most of my time to watching it, I cannot find time to do
what is expected of mie in the theory of democracy, that is, to know what is
going on and to have an opinion worth expressing on every question which
confronts a self-governing community. And I have not happened to meet
anybody, from a President of the United States to a professor of political
science, who came anywhere near to embodying the accepted ideal of the

sovereign and omnicompetent citizen,?

Thus, not only did Lippmann realize the problematic nature of an in-
formed citizenry as described in democratic theory, but he also took issue
with the possibility of public opinion being a useful entity and advocated
that citizens be listened to less often in the construction of social policy.

Category 5: Public Opinion Is a Fiction. Whereas Lippmann and other
scholars see public opinion as the expression of elite opinion, some theo-
rists have gone even further in an attempt to question the mcaning of the
phrase “public opinion.” They argue that public opinion is a phantom-—a
rhetorical construction used so freely in our newspapers and on television
as to be meaningless. They posit, for example, that journalists and con-
gressional representatives often talk about the state of public opinion on
a particular issue when they have no evidence at all to back up such as-
S‘ertions about popular fecling. Critics in this category ask difficult ques-
tloné. For example, if people use the phrase so indiscriminately, without
qualitative or quantitative evidence to support their versions of how the
public feels, does the phrase have any value at all? Even if a president or
member of Congress has an opinion survey demonstrating support for
the position he or she is taking, how solid are the opinions measured? Are

thev ; . . .
hey informed opinions? And equally important, would people act on
those opinions?
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Scholars who believe that public opinion is equivalent to media and
elite opinion (category 4) may think that public officials and journalists
construct images of public opinion to fit their own needs, but these elites
are normally basing their arguments on some sort of empirical reality.
Theorists in the present category are far more critical, believing that pub-
lic opinion—in any form—really does not exist: It has no basis in the ac-

tual public sphere.

BOX 1.4 AN IGNORANT PUBLIC?

Civic knowledge levels among Americans, as measured by surveys, have al-
ways been lower than political scientists would like. Two researchers who
have probed citizens about what they know are Michael X. Delli Carpini and
Scott Keeter. In 1989, they conducted a study to measure knowledge about
basic constitutional issues and contemporary events and people. Some of
their results are recorded below. Do you think Americans should be able 10
answer these guestions correctly?
Percentage of Respondents

Question Giving the Correct Answer

For how many years is a president
of the United States elected—that is, how

many years are there in one term of office? 96
Can you tell me the name of the current

governor of your state? 74
Will you tell me who the vice president of

the United States is? 7
What are the first ten amendments to the

Constitution called? 46
Can you remember offhand the name of the

U.S. congressman from your district? 29
Do you happen to know the names of the

two U.S. senators from your state? 25

Source: Michael X. Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter, What Americans Know About Pol-
itics and Why It Matters (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), questionnaire results
throughout appendix, pp. 307-328.
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Scholars in this category write at great length about rhetoric—about
the fact that anyone can manufacture a public k(and its opinions). For ex-
ample, polls can be designed with questions asked in such a way that the
results will be those desired. This sort of biasing of questions is often
done unintentionally, but it might be done deliberately as well. Besides
crafting quantitative data to support their claims, legislators or interest
group spokespersons might simply use inclusive terminology when talk-
ing about a social problem, beginning their public statements with, “As
Americans, we believe . . .” Public opinion can also be manufact,ured
through sophisticated public relations efforts and the use of visual im-
agery, to make it seem as though there is majority opinion on a topic.

In addition to arguing that public opi‘nion can be manufactured
through rhetoric, critics in this category have other strong arguments
based on ]111'gl.11stics and cognitive psychology. For example, schoiars have
noted that citizens think about politics using different terminology than
do polls.tejrs and policymakers. Some wonder whether average citizens
and political elites (legislators, journalists, and pollsters, for example)
even recognize the same problems as political in nature. Pierre Bourdieu,

a I‘I’el'lcl'l sociologist, put his objections to polling and the notion of pub-
lic opinion this way:

Journalists wl : 1 1 r impli i
i c({ . ho want things to be simple, further simplify the alrcady sim-
plified [polling] data which they have been given, and when it reaches the
S?bhg it is likely to read as follows: “50 percent of the French are for the
1scontinuati 1 "Ard 1 1
. ation of the railroads.” A rigorous interpretation of the opinion
o L . . . N
E s would require an epistemological examination of each of the ques-
tions asked >rni : 3 1
o , plus, concerning the system of the questions, an analysis of the
ole syste > 1 ,
ystem of answers, which together would be #he only way to know

what wer ; ;
' were the questions the people really thought they were answering, (em-
phasis added)e

Bourd: . . .
TR
lly e e : " ! 1111~ t 1a.t t 1€S€ SUrveys necessar-
g o # concrete entity ca led . public opinion.” Ile and his col-
o e )Oliticfl s:rveys in which t{ley ask questions like this one:
o k,f. : I 2 or not to go on strike, wear long hair, participate
ck festival, etc.” Yet even when such scholars try to figure out what
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TABLE 1.1 Thinking About and Mcasuring Public Opinion: American
Health Care

Definition of Public Opinion 1n the Context of Health Care Reform

Rescarchers would argue that public opinion
about health care delivery is the product of
what most private citizens would say when
questioned on the subject. These scholars
would usc sophisticated survey methods to
probe American men and women about their
visions of health care reform. Also, such re-
scarchers would question survey respondents
about the various plans that have been intro-
duced to reform the system, in order to get
their opinions on the different plans. Focus
groups might be used, also, in order to collect
more data in a more conversational forum.
Scholars would propose that public opinion is
the most popular opinion—what people tend
to say in public. Thus, if it is socially most ac-
ceptable to argue for a national system that
guarantees low-cost coverage for all, that
would be the “public opinion” worth paying
attention to. Researchers in this category might
use polls and surveys to discern this majority
opinion, or they might conduct a content
analysis of the mass media to get a sense of
which opinion reccives the most (and most fa-
vorable) news coverage.

Category 3 (clash of groups) This approach would focus most rigorously on
the “interests” and coalitions in the debate—
the insurance industry, the American Associa-
tion of Retired People (AARP), the administra-
tion, and a varicty of other consumer and
Jobby groups. How do the leaders of these
groups characterize the opinions of their con-
stitucnts? Rescarchers taking this approach to
understanding public opinion would study the
public statements made by such groups but
would also conduct interviews with group
leaders and members, Most important, though,
scholars in this category would attempt to un-
derstand the way groups clash—trying to dis-
cern points of contention, arcas of common
ground, and the evolution of groups’ stratcgics
and approaches.

Category 1 (aggregation)

Category 2 (majoritarian)

(contines)
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TABLE 1.1 (continued)
Definition of Public Opinion

I the Context of Health Care Reform

Category 4 (clite/media opinion)  Using this definition of public opinion, one
would recognize that a variety of powerful
players claim support among the public. All of
them, however, may be exaggerating just how
widely certain views arc held. For example, the
insurance industry representatives argued
repeatedly in the 1993 debate about health
carc that choice among doctors was of utmost
importance to the public. And there were some
polls that indicated this was the case. Yet other
polls indicated that people might be more
flexible on the choice issue. The fact that the
issuc was complicated—in that citizens might
trade off choice for some other benefits—was
not part of industry rhetoric, however. One
might argue that the insurance industry had a
perspective, and set of interests, that drove it to
construct public opinion in a way that suited
its own agenda.

(Zatcgf)ry 5 (public opinion Scholars in this category would argue that

as fiction) people may have some feelings about health
care reform and the kind of health care services
they value but that the expression of these
opinions is entirely constructed by interest
groups, public officials, and media. These par-
tics arc exaggerating actual opinion at times,
but often they are constructing “public opin-
ion” out of nothing at all. The most worrisome
aspect of this rhetorical construction of public
opinion is that actual opinion—complex
though it might be—gets overlooked.

1t is people believe to be political activity or what they believe are politi-
cal issues, they are troubled by the complexity of the results.

To further clarify how critics in this last category view public opinion,
Table 1.1 takes up an example of an issue and discusses how each cate-
gory of theorist might approach it. The restructuring of the health care
system in America, an issue that will come up in subscquent chapters, 1s
a good case for such an exercise. v

All students of public opinion need to understand that the opinion ex-
pression and measurement process contains many dimensions. These di-
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mensions are often cvaluated using survey research instruments and give
public opinion scholars an understanding of the nature of public opinion
on various issues.

First, the direction of public opinion is important. That is, one must
determine where people stand on issues. Often, direction is thought of as
a simple “pro” or “con” answer for an issue, but more complex patterns are
possible as well. For example, an individual may be in favor of a woman’s
right to decide whether to have an abortion but may be opposed to abor-
tion after the first trimester of pregnancy or under certain conditions.

Second, the intensity of opinion can be critical. How strongly do peo-
ple feel about an issue> Where an issue has intense advocates on either
side, as the abortion issue does, the result can indicate deep social divi-
sions. If an intense minority confronts a relatively apathetic majority, ma-
jority public opinion may be ignored by policymakers seeking to appease
the vocal minority.

One of the unresolved problems of democracy is balancing majority
and minority opinion. When a minority of people feels strongly on an
issue, should its opinion outweigh that of the more apathetic majority? If
neither majority nor minority is particularly intense, policymakers may
view the public opinion environment as permissive and enact the policies
they themselves favor. This situation occurred in the contra aid debate dis-
cussed earlier. Alternatively, if an issue draws an intense majority, policy-
makers may feel compelled to respond to the demands of public opinion.

Third, the stability of public opinion can affect scholars’ and leaders’
evaluation of the issue. Stability refers to the consistency of people’s opin-
ions over time. If public opinion on an issue is stable, leaders may be more
likely to pay attention to it. If public opinion on an issue changes fre-
quently, it is more likely to be dismissed. This tendency occurs because
stable public opinion is believed to reflect true public desires, whereas un-
stable public opinion is perceived as capricious and uninformed. How-
ever, just because public opinion changes over time does not mean that
those changes are not heeded by leaders. Political scientist Michael Cor-
bett points out that “in 1953, 68 percent of Americans favored capital
punishment for convicted murderers; then the proportion favoring capt-
tal punishment declined until it reached 42 percent in 1966; but then the
proportion rose again until it reached 72 percent in 1985.717 In this span
of time, the death penalty was abolished, then reinstated.
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The stability of public opinion can be affected by many things. One
factor is intensity, which we have already discussed. But stability is also
affected by the informational content of the opinion. Information con-
tent is the fourth quality of public opinion that scholars frequently ex-

Jore. There is much evidence to suggest that people do not know very
much about public issues. Some of this evidence you have already seen in
Box 1.4, and a more complete discussion appears in Chapter Eight. For
now, it may be enough to say that scholars are unsure about exactly how
much information the public necds in order to form “rational” opinions
about public issues. However, it seems unlikely that uninformed public
opinion will have as much impact on political leaders as informed public

opinion will.

WHICH MEANING OF PUBLIC OPINION IS BEST?

Which definition of public opinion is the correct one? That is difficult to
say. In contemporary American life, all of the definitions are used, de-
pending upon the circumstances in which the public mood is being dis-
cussed. Scholars certainly use all five categories in their work, as do jour-
nalists and public officials. Some might argue that because of the
popularity of polling, the first category (public opinion as aggregation of
ndividual opinions) is most common, but journalists and our leaders
often gain knowledge of public opinion by speaking with interest group
leaders. And almost all reporters and policymakers have, either knowingly
or unknowingly, manufactured notions of public opinion through their
spoken and written rhetoric.

Fhe definition one chooses depends upon several factors, including the
following:

L. The type of research one is conducting. For example, if one is ex-
ploring the ways that American women of the late nineteenth cen-
tury viewed suffrage (the right to vote), they might look for evi-
dence of public opinion in the letters of suffragettes or in the
documents of women’s rights organizations. This research assumes
that public opinion 1s the product of interaction between individu-
als and organized interest groups. Since the question is a historical
one, a researcher cannot define public opinion as the opinions of an
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aggregation of individuals. That would demand a survey, and in this
case the respondents died long ago!

2. Historical conditions often dictate the kind of definition of public
opinion one uses. We will sce in the next chapter, for example, how
form of government can influence the ways leaders and citizens
think about the public. In a dictatorship, public opinion is often
used rhetorically (category 5) to manipulate the populace and make
people think that leaders are acting in the interest of the citizenry.
In a situation like this, public opinion really is a phantom, manufac-
tured to make people feel as though they are listened to (even if that
is not the case).

3. The kind of technology that exists in a particular society at a certain
point in time may determine which meaning of public opinion is
used. Take opinion polling as an example of technology. These days,
computers are used extensively in the interviewing process and in
analysis of survey data. Although opinion polling was developed to
aggregate individual opinions (category 1), the technology for con-
ducting a scientific poll has become so easy to use that people em-
ploy the aggregation approach because they can do surveys so
quickly. This is not to say that the availability of technology always
determines how we sce the political and social world, but it is the
case that we are attracted to techniques that enable us to understand
the world in what seems an efficient manner.

As students of public opinion and political processes, we must live
with ambiguity when it comes to defining public opinion. The fact that
we cannot define the term with precision does not mean that the field has
no boundaries, as we will see in subsequent chapters. The sorts of intel-
lectual debates, political phenomena, and theories that are described in
this book will give you a firm understanding of what the field of public
opinion is about—what is included under the general heading of “public
opinion studies” and what is not.
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The History of Public Opinion

n the previous chapter, we discussed the various possible routes to un-

derstanding and measuring public opinion in the context of contempo-
rary life, but we only made brief reference to the historical development
of public opinion. This chapter is devoted to exploring the history of
public opinion—the ways that intellectuals, citizens, and leaders have
thought about that concept through the ages and the ways that these
same individuals communicated and evaluated the popular sentiment.

There are two approaches to investigating the history of public opin-
ion. One can examine the intellectual history of the concept itself in an
attempt to follow the theoretical debates about the nature of public opin-
1on. Intellectual history concentrates on how philosophers and theorists
have thought about public opinion in different epochs. Alternately, one
can pursue study of the sociocultural history of public opinion, paying
close attention to the techniques people have used to communicate their
opinions and the ways leaders have tried to assess those expressed beliefs.
Neither approach is “better.” On the contrary, these two forms of histor-
ical analysis complement each other. In this chapter, we explore both
sorts of history so that you will understand the phifosophical develop-
ment of public opinion and the “nuts and bolts” of how public opinion
has been expressed and measured in different communities at different
Points in history. We will begin with the intellectual history of the con-
cept of public opinion and then move to social history.

Before we discuss philosophy, however, a few prefatory notes are in
order. First, since the history of public opinion—intellectual and social—
18 50 lengthy, we cannot explore all topics, debates, events, or theories in
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great depth. We will, however, give you enough of an introduction to the torial pages of newspapers, both regional and national, or in the large rum-

e

history of public opinion so that you have a skeletal map of this narrative, ‘ ber of American current affairs magazines.

Second, this chapter focuses on the ways that public opinion has been dis- : For Habermas, the meaning of public opinion and the ways we express it
cussed, expressed, and assessed in the West—primarily in the United are always changing because the nature of public life itself is always shifting.
States, the United Kingdom, and European nations. This geographical ex- In mid-nineteenth-century America, for example, women were typically not
clusiveness is unfortunate, but contemporary notions of public opinion in ; part of the public sphere. Middle-class women ruled the domestic sphe re—
America draw most heavily upon Western intellectual traditions. Through : caring for children and for their homes—but played only social roles in public
the ages, individuals in many South American, African, and Asian cultures (e.g., as hostesses, entertainers, or supporting players to husbands and fa-
have undoubtedly thought about the idea of public opinion, but not much thers). Since women were largely absent from the public sphere in any seri-
of this thinking has been integrated into American political culture and ous sense, their voices were not considered part of public opinion. As a re-
institutions. Finally, just as different parties in contemporary American : sult, they could not vote and tended not to write letters to editors or
politics disagree on the meaning of public opinion, philosophers and citi- | vigorously campaign for political candidates. “Public opinion” in mid-nine-
zens in different eras understood the phrase (or sumilar phrases) differ- teenth-century America meant the opinions of certain classes of men.
ently, depending on the political, technological, and cultural circumstances f Habermas summarizes the connection between public opinion and pub-
of the day (see Box 2.1). As a result, it may feel as though the meaning of lic life in this way: “A concept of public opinion that is historically meaning-
the term is always shifting. This is exactly the point of the current chapter . ful, that normatively meets the requirements of the constitution of a social-
as well as this entire text: The meaning of public opinion is always in flux, welfare state {such as our own], and that is theoretically clear and
depending upon the context in which the term is used. ." empirically identifiable can be grounded only in the structural transformation

of the public sphere itself and in the dimension of its development.”

Saurces: Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1989), quoted passage at p. 244. An application of Habermas's ideas to the
Jirgen Habermas is one of the most important and prolific philosophers of analysis of women in the nineteenth century is given in Mary Ryan's Women in Public

our time. Fortunately for us, he has focused his immense talents on the his- ‘___(E?H?morei Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990
tory and meaning of public opinion in a variety of books and journal articles. S
This chapter owes much to Habermas, a German scholar whose work has
been enormously influential in almost all academic disciplines—political sci-
ence, communications, sociology, philosophy, literature, anthropology, and
history, among them. Habermas believes that the meaning of public opinion

BOX 2.1 ONE PHILOSOPHER'S VIEW

WHY DOES HISTORY MATTER?

shifts in each era and that this meaning is always tied to the nature of the There are a great many important issues in the study of current public
broader political and social arena that he calls the “public sphere” opinion: how Ainericans feel about U.S. intervention in foreign conflicts,
The public sphere is the forum for discussion of politics outside of our l whether we trust our president, differences in opinion among various so-
homes but also outside of governmental circles. In other words, talk about ; cial groups, among others. Given all the focus on contemporary attitudes,
family matters or discussion of politics within a household is not part of pub- ' why should we be concerned about past notions of public opinion or the
lic sphere discourse, nor is talk among congressmen or between the presi- ways people expressed themselves centuries agor
dent and his advisers. Public sphere talk is what one hears in a neighborhood History matters for two major reasons. First, and most obvious, an un-
bar or on talk radio. One can also find public sphere discussions in the edi- " derstanding of history enables us to understand the present—how it is
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things got the way they are. Here is an analogy from social life: Suppose we
want to understand a friend’s behavior. If we are really interested in getting
a full picture of why this friend acts the way she does, we need information
about her life experiences—her family background, the region where she
grew up, the sorts of schools she attended, and so on. Similarly, if we are to
understand the political culture of contemporary America, we need to know
about the past: how political parties evolved, how the Constitution has been
amended, which social movements changed the practice of politics, and the
like. In the narrower area of public opinion, we need to understand how
opinions were communicated in the past in order to properly analyze the
present. For example, one reason opinion polling became so popular in
America is because George Gallup and others were so concerned with the
way dictators—like Adolf Hitler—attempted to speak for the people instead
of letting them express their own opinions. In the mid-twentieth century,
after two bloody world wars and the rise of multiple totalitarian regimes,
polling seemed like a very democratic way to communicate public opinion.
"The rise of surveys was, in part, a reaction to the menace of dictatorship.

Second, history gives us a sense of possibility. In the area of public
opinion, we have become accustomed to polls and the statements of in-
terest groups as indicators of public opinion, but history provides exam-
ples of the many innovative ways people have expressed themselves in the
past. When we recognize, through our historical analyses, just how many
options exist for communicating our beliefs, we can become more creative
in expressing and evaluating public opinion. For example, later in this
chapter we discuss the creative rituals of eighteenth-century Europeans
and how those rituals expressed public sentiment about particular institu-
tions. If we think about rituals in general as means for expressing public
opinion, we begin to recognize that some of our own twentieth-century
rituals are also expressions of public opinion. Rituals like Memorial Day
parades or commemorations of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings at
the end of World War II enable citizens to express both love of country
and critical attitudes toward government.

Let us begin our exploration of the intellectual history of public opin-
ion. Much of the carly theorizing of the concept is tied to broader in-
quiries philosophers have made about governance, representation, politi-
cal participation, and even human nature. We begin our journey in
ancient Greece, the setting for early experiments in democracy.
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PRE-ENLIGHTENMENT PHILOSOPHIES
OF PUBLIC OPINION

The particular phrase “public opinion” was not used widely before the
nineteenth century, but many of the great political philosophers of the
ancient period used similar phrases to speak about the popular senti-
ment. Plato, a Greek philosopher of the fourth century B.C., was very
much interested in public opinion. He was respectful of its powers and
believed that the public will should be heeded, though he was somewhat
skeptical of the common person’s wisdom. An carly twentieth-century
scholar named Ernest Barker has noted that Plato and many of his con-
temporaries thought that members of the public needed to be educated
in order to understand and appreciate their government and the laws
they lived under. This view is contrary to the modern one that puts the
public first: Public opinion should be the basis of all law, and laws should
be altered as the public mood shifts. Barker puts it this way: “The
Greeks believed in the need of education to tune and harmonise social
opinion to the spirit and tone of a fixed and fundamental sovereign law.
The modern belief is in the need of representation to adjust and har-
monise a fluid and subordinate law to the movement of a sovereign pub-
lic opinion or general will.”!

Plato generally distrusted the masses: He was not sure that people
could realize their own best interests or strive toward the creation of a
morally sound state. As a result, he argued that the democratic state
should be ruled by philosopher-kings. Above all, Plato valued reason and
rationality as paths to the best sort of moral community. The people
know what they want as far as immediate comforts (food, love, recre-
fition) g0, but they do not have the cognitive capacity to rule themselves
in the most just and effective ways possible.

Plato represented an important strand of thought in ancient philoso-
Pl?y, but others writing in the same period disagreed sharply with his neg-
Ative assessment of the public’s capabilities. In particular, Aristotle zu‘guéd
(‘:nost eloquently for the voice of the public, defending the wisdom of the
t}(::lmon citizen. As sc“hol‘ir Robert' Mmar' puts it, Aristotle believed in

Power of community: “Aristotelian political theory seems to suggest
tbafpublic opinion may be regarded as the vehicle of the spirit and con-
Unuity of the life of the organic community. It carries the enduring wis-
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dom of the social organism and reflects that wisdom on the particular,
immediate actions of government.”?

Aristotle did not see public opinion as the sentiments people held to-
ward particular issues of the day, although he saw those attitudes as im-
portant and worth articulating. Instead, he argued that public opinion is
equivalent to the values, norms, and tastes of a civilization. This “cli-
mate of opinion,” to borrow a phrase from sociologist Robert Merton,
is then funneled through institutions (courts and schools, for example)
that serve as moderating influences. In other words, institutions take
“raw” opinion from communities, organize it, eliminate irrationalities,
and make it coherent. Aristotle was undoubtedly more optimistic about
the role and nature of public opinion than were many of his predeces-
sors who advocated for democracy but still did not really trust the peo-

ple (see Box 2.2).

BOX 2.2 ARISTOTLE VERSUS PLATO:
THE VALUE OF PUBLIC OPINION

Since Plato and Avristotle wrote about public opinion in the fourth century 8.C.,
thousands of scholars of political theory have debated and reinterpreted their
ideas. Even today, because those ancient texts were so immensely thought-
ful and complex, a large number of thinkers scrutinize them, looking for cues
about how democracy might work. Perhaps the best way to evaluate the ar-
gumentation of Plato and Aristotle is to turn to their original statements.
These guotes are removed from their original contexts, but they will give you
some idea of how these philosophers conceptualized the public will.

In The Republic, Plato explicates his famous analogy of “the cave” and
writes on a variety of other topics from mathematics to child rearing. He ar-
gues that democracy produces a sort of chaos that makes its citizens lose
sight of right and wrong, of beauty, and of all that is “good.” Not all men have
good character:

In a democracy you must have seen how men condemned to death or exile
stay on and go about in public, and no one takes any more notice than he
would of a spirit that walked invisible. There is so much tolerance and supe-
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riority to petty considerations; such a contempt for all those fine principles
we laid down in founding our commonwealth, as when we said that only a
very exceptional nature could turn out a good man, if he had not played as a
child among things of beauty and given himself only to creditable pursuits. A
democracy tramples all such notions under foot; with a magnificent indiffer-
ence to the sort of life a man has led before he enters politics, it will promote
to honour anyone who merely calls himself the people’s friend. ... These
then, and such as these, are the features of democracy, an agreeable form
of anarchy with plenty of variety and an equality of a peculiar kind for equais
and unequals alike.

Thus, Plato is concerned about the “side effects” of democracy: neglect of
social values, lack of enforcement of societal norms, and an undeserved sort
of equality. Citizens are far from equal in their intelligence, education, aes-
thetic sense, or integrity. Democracy, Plato argues, demands more from the
public than it is capable of.

In contrast, Aristotle sees wisdom in the ideas and expressions of citi-
zens acting in public. He glories in the diversity and the very inequalities un-
derscored by Plato. He notes in The Politics:

It is possible that the many, no one of whom taken singly is a good man,
may yet taken all together be better than the few, not individually but collec-
tively, in the same way that a feast to which all contribute is better than one
given at one man’s expense. For where there are many people, each has
some share of goodness and intelligence, and when these are brought to-
gether, they become as it were one multiple man with many pairs of feet
and hands and many minds. So too in regard to character and the powers of
perception. That is why the general public is a better judge of works of music
and poetry; some judge some parts, some others, but their joint pronounce-
ment is a verdict upon the whole. And it is this assembling in one what was
before separate that gives the good man his superiority over any individual
many from the masses.

Interestingly, the arguments between Plato and Aristotle about the value
of public opinion continue today, although in a somewhat different form. One
Need only think about the arena of foreign affairs, where policymakers won-
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der whether the public knows enough to be consulted on complex issues—
whether the United States should commit to an international peacekeeping
effort or whether it should tie its foreign aid to human rights considerations.

Sounrces: Plato, The Republic, ed. and trans. Francis MacDonald Cornford (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1956), quoted passage at p. 283; Aristotle, The Politics, ed. and
trans. T A. Sinclair (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1962}, quoted passage at p. 132.

The next set of philosophers to consider public opinion were the Ro-
mans, who like Plato were skeptical of the common people and their de-
sires. Cicero, the great statesman and orator, claimed, “Sic est vulgus: ex
wveritate pauce, ex opinione multa aestimat,” which can be translated as
“This is the common crowd: Judging few matters according to truth,
many according to opinion.” It was not the case that Romans dismissed
public opinion completely. They simply believed that public opinion mat-
tered most in the case of leadership. Were statesmen honored by the peo-
ple? Were they popular? Much discussion of public opinion in Roman
times was oriented around this narrow dimension of politics.?

Although it seems odd to leap across centuries, no further significant
theorizing about public opinion occurred until Niccolo Machiavelli, the
Italian statesman and writer, began to write at the start of the sixteenth
century (see Figure 2.1). He is best known for his book on political strat-
egy, written as an advisory tract for potential rulers. In The Prince, which
is undoubtedly one of the most eloquent and persuasive manuals on po-
litical maneuvering ever written, Machiavelli illuminates the various
dilemmas of the prince, discussing how a prince should act in public
(“bear himself”), whether he needs to build fortresses, and whether it is
better to be feared or loved by the people. One issue he discusses at great
length is the nature of the people and what occupies them:

For of men it may generally be affirmed that they arc thankless, fickle,
false, studious to avoid danger, greedy of gain, devoted to you while you are
able to confer benefits upon them, and ready, as I said before, while danger
is distant, to shed their blood, and sacrifice their property, their lives, and
their children for you; but in the hour of nced they turn against you. . . .
Men are so simple, and governed so absolutely by their present needs, that
he who wishes to deceive will never fail in finding willing dupes.*
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FIGURE 2.1

Niccold Machiavelli,
Political Adviser and Author
of The Prince. (Courtesy of
the Library of Congress)

Here we see how closcly early theorizing about public opinion and
governance was tied to observations about human nature. Before the
twentieth century, it was conventional for philosophers to speculate about
the essence of human nature so that they could provide a holistic picture
of man as political animal: 1f one understands the inherent desires of peo-
ple, their behavior in politics can be explored more fully. Machiavelli be-
lieved that humans are so obsessed with their immediate desires and
comforts that they cannot rule themselves: They must be governed by a
benevolent dictator.

Machiavelli was respectful of public opinion but only because it was a
political force that could bring harm to the prince and to the state, not
because public opinion has inherent value. He was not an advocate for
the wisdom of public opinion as Aristotle had been two millennia carlier.
Unlike Aristotle, Machiavelli was not concerned with the harmony of the
‘Ommunity or the moral state of the polity. It might seem tangential to

l'illg Machiavelli up at all, since he is not considered a democratic theo-
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rist. Yet many of his insights reflect contemporary thoughts about the cit-
izenry that are held by journalists, policymakers, and citizens alike—
whether they choose to make negative remarks aloud or not.

Machiavelli is best described as a conflict theorist, onc who believes
that underlying even the most peaceful society are conflicting values, un-
fulfilled needs, and animosities. For Machiavelli, there was a fundamental
conflict in society between ruler and ruled. These two parties are always
suspicious of each other, although the prince always has the upper hand.
Machiavelli warns leaders to underscore this fact to the public, yet appear
to be acting with kindness and grace in the best interest of the people. To
summarize: For Machiavelli, public opinion was volatile, irrational, and
potentially explosive. Leaders must be vigilant by keeping a cautious eye
on the public, making sure the people hold their statesmen in high regard.

Following Machiavelli in the seventeenth century were Thomas Hobbes
and John Locke, two English philosophers who also had a great interest in
the relationship between the people and the state. Hobbes, like Machi-
avelli, also had a negative view of human nature, believing that people live
in constant competition as they vie for property, reputation, and personal
safety. And it was Hobbes who wrote in his book The Leviathan that life is
“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Hobbes’ works are interesting
from our perspective because he is an early “contract theorist,” believing
that public opinion is crucial to the formation of the state. Machiavelli does
not discuss the public’s role in the creation of government because states-
men design society in his philosophical world. Yet for Hobbes, people do
participate in politics in that they devise the fundamental rules that estab-
lish government. After the state is established, Hobbes sees very little need
for political participation by citizens and supports the notion of a benevo-
lent dictator. Yet he does make it clear that the structure of the state is cre-
ated through a “contract” between the public and its leadership. If the state
were to crumble—due to internal or external pressure—it would be the cit-
1zenry that again creates a new governmental system.

John Locke, a contemporary of Hobbes, shared his belief in the con-
tract—the agreement among people and leaders about how their commu-
nity is to be governed. Yet Locke is far more optimistic about human na-
ture and about the possibilities for genuine and regular participation in
politics by citizens. His theory of government was so eloquent and de-
mocratic that it greatly influenced our own Founding Fathers, who drew
upon Lockean political theory in their plans for uniting the American
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colonies. Locke spent considerable energy arguing for his theory of in-
alienable natural rights that should be protected by the state. He was, like
many philosophers of his day, somewhat skeptical of popular opinion,
though he believed fiercely in the articulation of public opinion as a crit-
ical part of politics.

It is strange that the idea of public opinion was valued by Aristotle but
not picked up again until Locke wrote in the 1600s. Yet democracy itself,
as we understand it, has had a fairly short history, given the length of
human existence. Even the ancient Greeks, who are said to have “in-~
vented” the idea of democracy, were not quite democrats in the contem-
porary sense: In ancient Greece, women, foreigners, and slaves had no
voice in politics whatsoever.

PUBLIC OPINION IN THE AGE OF REVOLUTION

The eighteenth century was a time of immense change: It is the century of
the French and American revolutions, and both were grounded in politi-
cal philosophy. The most important discussions of democracy and public
opinion occurred in Europe, although it is important to note that Ameri-
can statesmen like Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin spent con-
siderable time in France and Great Britain, often participating in the great
debates about politics of the age. Many contemporary scholars believe that
modern American politics really owes a debt to the thinkers of the eigh-
teenth century—particularly the French philosophes. This loose networl
of French intellectuals produced some of the most original and compelling
tracts on public opinion of all time during the eve of the French Revolu-
tion. This is 2 period often referred to as the Enlightenment, since there
Was so much emphasis on the development of the human mind and spirit
'lhrough science, the arts, and participation in political discourse.

Perhaps the most important work on public opinion was produced by
Je?‘n‘ﬁlcques Rousseau, a brilliant and unruly Enlightenment thinker
W.hO challenged a varicty of social norms and existing theoretical para-
digms. The young Rousseau, who appeared on the Parisian philosophical
Scene from a rather humble background, developed an elegant theory of
thff state with public opinion occupying a central role. Again, like
Pllllosophers before him, he was somewhat suspicious of the commoner.
But more than any thinker to date, Rousseau saw the necessity of placing
a fair amount of power in the hands of the public.
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Like John Locke, Rousseau was concerned with the rights of individ-
uals. Yet he also placed an enormous value on community and the need
for people to respect and listen to each other. The state, Rousseau be-
lieved, was based on the general will—what citizens want when they
think about the whole of the community. In other words, the general will
is our most empathetic set of attitudes, or what we believe is the best
course of action to promote the general welfare of the populace. Al-
though Rousseau’s discussion of the general will is somewhat complex
and even confusing at times, he makes the argument that public opinion
is both an aggregation of individual opinions and a more organic force
rooted in shared values and attitudes. For Rousseau, then, citizens think
about themselves and their needs but are also capable of thinking about
the general good of society (see Box 2.3).

BOX 2.3 ROUSSEAU ON THE GENERAL WILL

Jean-facques Rousseau,
{Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

In his book The Social Contract,
Jean-Jacques Rousseau explicated the

notion of a “general will,” a broad form
of public opinion. He believed, unlike so
many philosophers before him, that
people were difficult to manipulate.
People, Rousseau argued, are basically
honest and expect honesty from oth-
ers—including their leaders. In the fol-
lowing passage he discusses human
nature and its relationship to the gen-
eral will in a chapter entitled "That the
General Will |s Indestructible”:

So long as a number of men in combination are considered as a single body,
they have but one will, which relates to the common preservation and to the
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general well-being. In such a case all the forces of the State are vigorous and
simple, and its principles are clear and luminous; it has no confused and con-
flicting interests; the common good is everywhere plainly manifest and only
good sense is required to perceive it. Peace, union, and equality are foes to
political subtieties. Upright and simpleminded men are hard to deceive be-
cause of their simplicity; allurements and refined pretexts do not impose
upon them; they are not even cunning encugh to be dupes. When, in the
happiest nation in the world, we see troops of peasants regulating the affairs
of the State under an oak and always acting wisely, can we refrain from de-
spising the refinements of other nations, who make themselves illustrious
and wretched with so much art and mystery?

Perhaps the most difficult line for us to understand is the one about how
easy it is to discern the common good. Even with all of our modermn tech-
niques for measuring public attitudes, it is still tremendously difficult to state
the pubtic interest in any definitive fashion.

Saurce: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and the Discourse on the Ori-
gin of Inequality, ed. Lester G. Croker {New York: Washington Sguare Press, 1967},
quoted passage at p. 109.

We should not leave the era of the French Revolution without men-
tioning the finance minister to Louis XVI, a man named Jacques Necker,
belicved by many to have popularized the phrase “public opinion.” Necker
recognized that political discourse and the nature of politics had shifted
quite dramatically in the eighteenth century. For the first time, a bour-
geoisie had emerged to gather and discuss politics through interpersonal
dialogue and through the press. At the time, public opinion meant the
opinion of the middle classes. Even in a monarchy, Necker recognized just
how much of the institutional structure of the state rested on the benevo-
lence of public opinion. Fle noted that most foreigners “have difficulty in
forming a just idea of the authority exercised in France by public opinion;
they have difficulty in understanding the nature of an invisible power
which, without treasures, without a bodyguard, and without an army gives
laws to the city, to the court, and even to the palaces of kings.”

In the nineteenth century, a variety of political philosophers tackled the
difficult questions surrounding the nature of public opinion. Among that
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group were the English scholars known as the Utilitarians. Jeremy Ben-
tham was the first of the Utilitarians to write extensively about public opin-
ion, and he was most interested in how public opinion acts as a sanction. In
other words, he believed that public opinion is a force that keeps society at
equilibrium by preventing people from engaging in non-normative behav-
ior. People are afraid of public opinion, so they dare not step outside the
bounds of what is “acceptable” to most people. This may seem a dim view
of human society, but Bentham and other Utilitarians were most concerned
about maximizing happiness among the populace through the maintenance
of social harmony. Bentham and John Stuart Mill, another in this British
philosophical circle, were believers in democracy but emphasized the im-
portance of majority opinion. In fact, they thought that laws are only
needed where the “law of opinion” is not working effectively.

Similar views of public opinion as a force of social control were held by
Alexis de Tocqueville, the French observer of nineteenth-century Ameri-
can politics. In his landmark study Democracy in America, still cited as one
of the most important books in political theory, Tocqueville had this to
say about the way that public opinion affects writers and artists:

In America the majority has enclosed throughout within a formidable
fence. A writer is free inside that area, but woe to the man who goes be-
yond it. Not that he stands in fear of an auto-da-fé {burning at the stake,
a style of public scntencing from the Inquisition], but he must face all
kinds of unpleasantness and cveryday persecution. A carcer in politics is
closed to him, for he has offended the only power that holds the keys. He
is denicd everything, including renown. Before he goes into print, he be-
lieves he has supporters; but he feels that he has them no more once he
stands revealed to all, for those who condemn him express their views
loudly, while those who think as he doces, but without his courage, retreat
into silence as if ashamed of having told the truth.6

It was also in Democracy in America that Tocqueville made his famous
argument about political equality and its relationship to mass opinion. He
noted that in societies where there is much inequality—in an aristocracy,
for example—public opinion is not viewed as particularly important. This
is because people of impoverished circumstances recognize that others are
better educated and more worldly than they are and therefore have more
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-oformed opinions. Yet as citizens achieve greater and greater equality,
1 . . . e )
they see that they are just as capable as their friends, coworkers, and
peighbors. In these settings, people become interested in numbers:

The nearer men are to a common level of uniformity, the less they are in-
clined to belicve blindly in any man or any class. But they are readier to
trust the mass, and public opinion becomes more and more mistress of the
world. . .. In times of cquality men, being so like cach other, have no con-
fidence in others, but this same likencss leads them to placc almost unlim-
ited confidence in the judgment of the public. For they think it not unrea-
sonablc that, all having the same means of knowledge, truth will be found

on the side of the majority.”

This insight is particularly relevant in an age of mass comm}micat%on
where it is possible for all people to gather large amounts of inf9rmat1on
about the public affairs upon which they may base their OP'II:HOI]S. Al.—
though not all Americans are equal in terms of education and income, it
is the case that most have televisions and can watch the nightly network
news. We have a sense that our opinions are just as valuable as anyone
else’s, so we have a tendency to value majorities.

It is interesting that while Tocqueville was writing about American
politics, Karl Marx was also thinking and writing about political and so-
cial life from an entirely different standpoint (sec Figure 2.2). In Toc-
queville, on the one hand, we sce a celebration of some aspects of democ-
racy and deep concerns about others. In Marx, on the other hand, we see
a man who was completely dissatisfied with the status quo and believed
that democracy (like other forms of government) was subject to corrup-
tion by the forces of capitalism. This opinion is still very much alive in
academic writing among scholars who note that democracy and capital-
18m are intricately intertwined but that democratic ideals have been
crushed by consumer culture. The argument is complex, but simple ex-
amples of this conflation between democracy and capitalism abound.

eo-Marxists of the contemporary period cite cxamples of how Ameri-
¢ans (and citizens of still-new Eastern European democracies) tend to
think of freedom as consumer choice—the right to choose among a vari-
€ty of products and lifestyles. Yet when it comes to serious engagement n

freedom of speech—public debate about controversial issues—citizens




50 INTRODUCING PUBLIC OPINION

Kaet< No.
I

P

Lanfenae Ny,

Chostorhe:s:

./‘él‘,. "..’{

Y ri vy st ey
A e T @ vl

Arwdlin | HkTivte i st Gyt y

i B s S st o S L

wr AP //%»’y{u‘nfé L T K .4.4(“’

o 4 ’

-
A R ._/u,{y‘v

. w0 Adwedieiow

yerd
Y W

. . Py b
; N CE LTS p a0
i o Ly RS T N e Peoal

o, .
o A Feiiny

. ) ) - ’ . £
‘W"f‘&”ﬁff@'—ﬂf.4'*;’1'4.4\';-mr B At ity Lt »4%( . AL, ﬂﬁ‘«-z\;"vmyd\z: BT TR T P L

FIGURE 2.2 Karl Marx’s Identity Card. Marx wrote about public opinion, although
he used the language of class oppression to discuss formation of public attitudes.
(Courtesy of the Library of Congress)

are less concerned. The fact that in 1995 Congress seriously debated a
constitutional amendment to ban flag burning (a quintessential free
speech right), without much public participation in this debate, might be
used as an example of how little Americans value free speech.

This is not the proper place for a discussion of Marxian thought about
politics, but it is important to mention at least one of Marx’s basic insights
about public opinion. Marx did not often use the phrase “public opinion,”
in part because the phrase was not commonly used in German philosoph-
ical thought until later in the century. Yet he and Friedrich Engels, his col-
laborator and patron, did argue strongly that organic, grassroots public
opinion is hard to come by. In The German Ideolog
and Engels noted that common citizens tend to mimic the opinions of

, for example, Marx

those in the ruling class—people with great wealth and power. In fact,
these philosophers believed that people accept as common wisdom the at-
titudes and values of the ruling elite—even though these attitudes are
often not in their best self-interest. As a result, Marx and Engels argue,
the working class does not wield much political power: It is unable to re-

&
4
3
5
s
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alize its interests because its members have come to believe that the ruling
class knows what is best. This process, in which the ideas of an elite class
become widely held, is often called hegemony in the academic literature.
Marx and Engels made the initial statement about this phenomenen, al-
though since 1846 much more has been written on the subject:

The ideas of the ruling class arc in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.c. the class
which is the ruling material force in society, is at the same time its ruling in-
tellectual force. . . . For cach new class which puts itsclf in the place of one
ruling before it, is compelled, merely in order to carry through its aim, to
represent its interest as the common interest of all the members of society,
that is, expressed in ideal form: it has to give its idcas the form of universal-

ity, and represent them as the only rational, universally valid ones.®

THEORY ABOUT PUBLIC OPINION:
THE LATE NINETEENTH AND
EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES

Late in the nineteenth century a British statesman named James Bryce vis-
ited the United States, traveling widely and observing the political scene.
Bryce devoted large chapters in his two-volume masterwork The American
Commonwealth to examining public opinion, in an attempt to understand
how the concept fit into the constellation of American institutions. Bryce
was interested in how the expression and measurement of public opinton
were related to party activity, to legislatures, and to the mass media (news-
Papers, during this period). Fe is often cited as the first “modern” theorist
of public opinion because his work was so sociological and empirical: In-
stead of speculating on the grand nature of public opinion, he looked for its
I?mnifestations in political culture. In fact, a criticism of Bryce is that he was
far too empirical and that he might have spent more time developing a
philosophical or social-psvchological basis for his observations.

_ Regardless of the academic debate about Bryce’s emphasis, one thing
Is .clear: Bryce understood—as no one before him really did—the very
Critical role of newspapers in the communication of public opinion. Toc-
Queville certainly recognized the value of newspapers, but Bryce expli-
Cated their role in far more detail. Bryce believed that the mass media
Were incredibly powerful in fin de siécle America and should hold a place
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among our other institutions (Congress, the courts) as a molder of public
opinion. He noted in 1891, during an age when newspapers were far
more obviously partisan than they are today: “It is chiefly in its . .. ca-
pacity as an index and mirror of public opinion that the press is looked to.
This is the function it chiefly aims at discharging; and public men feel
that in showing deference to it they are propitiating, and inviting the
commands of, public opinion itsclf. In worshipping the deity you learn to
conciliate the priest.”

For Bryce, newspapers both reflect and direct public opinion, so the
place of this medium in the political process is crucial. Bryce’s work has a
contemporary ring to it, and his belief in the importance of media is now
commonplace. The fact that journalists now value objectivity as a goal far
more than they did in the late nineteenth century means that the role of
newspapers as advocates has changed slightly, but they are still powerful
movers of public opinion. Newspapers endorse candidates at election
time and, more important, value investigative reporting that can greatly
change the course of public policy.™

Bryce also recognized that the American newspaper contained multi-
ple forms of public opinion, not only news stories and editorials but let-
ters from citizens as well. Letters to the editor had long been overlooked
by theorists as a source of public opinion data, but Bryce underscored
their role in the communication of popular sentiment. Near the end of his
discussion of newspapers, however, Bryce makes it clear that no one—
politicians included—can depend entirely on newspapers to gain a com-
prehensive view of public opinion. As he noted:

Every prudent man keeps a circle of [four or five discerning friends of dif-
ferent types of thought] . . . by whom he can test and correct his own im-
pressions better than by the almost official utterances of the party journals
[newspapers]. So in America there is much to be learnt—even a stranger
can perceive it—from conversation with judicious obscrvers outside poli-
tics and typical representatives of political sections and social classes,

which the most diligent study of the press will not give.!

la-

One theorist of public affairs who had even more to say on the re
ch

tionship between newspapers and interpersonal discussion was a Fren
sociologist named Gabriel Tarde, who wrote about public opinion in the

H ‘
arper and Brothers, 1948). The diagram above is Katz's interpretation of Tarde.
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early decades of the twentieth century. He noted in his essay “Opinion
and Conversation” that “conversation at all times, and the press, which at
present is the principal source of conversation, are the major factors in
opinion.”12 In fact, Tarde presented a unidirectional model of opinion
formation that can be depicted graphically (see Box 2.4).

BOX 2.4 GABRIEL TARDE'S MODEL OF PUBLIC OPINION

Media —» Conversation —» Opinion —= Action

This is one model to use when thinking about the relationship of newspa-
pers to political action. Gabriel Tarde firmly befieved that newspapers are a
national springboard for political discussion. Conversation about politics, in
turn, enables people to clarify their opinions about various political and social
policies so that they can act accordingly by voting, volunteering for a cam-
paign, attending a demonstration, and the like.

One might take issue with both the order of elements in this illustration
and the linear nature of the model. For example, is it possible that conversa-
tion and discussion cause journalists to write particular articles? If that is the
Case, we need to put some sort of conversational variable in this equation be-
fore the element “media”” And in terms of directionality, we might question
whether exposure to the media commonly leads to political action. Some re-
searchers have argued that media are more likely to debilitate or dissuade us
from political action than they are to prompt us toward political participation.

NOTE

. 1. There is growing interest in Tarde, thanks in large part to Elihu Katz. See Elihu Katz,
foir'zZSHZCOnyersgtion—OpiniOﬁ—ActiorW: Gabriel Tarde's Public Sphere,” Annenberg School
e d:ﬂumcatlon at the Umverstlry of Pehﬁsylvania, 1997 On the question of whether
Pau LazaSSLfIade Or encourage p0|lt|'call activity, the classic discussion can be found in
nized S r_S eld énd”F?obert Merton's “Mass Communication, Popular Taste and Orga-

acial Action,” in Lyman Bryson, ed., The Communication of Ideas (New York:

After Tar . - .. )
am ter Tarde wrote, a variety of other political theorists tackled the fun-
Ane . : . i L
ntal questions about public opinion—what its meaning is, how it



54 INTRODUCING PUBLIC QOPINTON

operates, and what its relationship to political institutions and culture is.
And more recent twentieth-century discussions of public opinion, partic-
ularly those based on empirical research, are covered in some of the other
chapters to come. Yet it might be instructive to end this particular section
on public opinion theory with discussion of an important (although
largely overlooked) scholarly event that took place in 1924.

As you can see from the vast historical territory covered in this chapter,
by the early twentieth century a wide range of intellectuals had focused on
the nature of public opinion. In fact, there were so many diverse perspec-
tives on the nature and content of public opinion that political scientists be~
came overwhelmed by the larger philosophical issues. Therefore, in 1924, a
group of prominent scholars met at their yearly convention to conduct a
roundtable discussion on the measurement of public opinion. After much
argument, the researcher who wrote up the results of the roundtable noted:

After some discussion of these points [about the nature of public opinion],
it was agreed that an exact definition of public opinion might not be
needed until after the technical problem of measuring the opinions of the
individual members of the public had been disposed of. It was decided
therefore that the round table might well proceed to consider the problem
of measuring opinion, especially that related to political matters, and aveid
the use of the term public opinion if possible. (our emphasis)!?

In this book, we take just the opposite approach to understanding pub-
lic opinion: By bringing together the most fundamental insights about
public opinion from our greatest philosophers and illuminating the com-
plexity of the topic, we hope to underscore that public opinion is a con-
tested concept but still a rich and valuable one. Students need not avoid
the term “public opinion” but instead can use it as a gateway for under-
standing the challenges of democratic theory and practice.

THE SOCIAL HISTORY OF PUBLIC OPINION:
EXPRESSION AND MEASUREMENT

Intellectual histories of public opinion such as the brief one provided here
are crucial if you are to understand the philosophical development of the
concept in political theory. Yet the social history of public opinion——how

¢
;

'
[
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popular sentiment has been communicated and measured over tine—ig
equally important and interesting. When we explore how public opinion
has been expressed and assessed in previous eras, we gain much insight
into the advantages and disadvantages of our own techniques for com-
municating popular attitudes.

In this section, we often refer to methods of public opinion communi-
cation as technologies of public opinion. By this, we mean that citizens
and leaders alike use a variety of tools to both express opinions and eval-
uate them. In contemporary American politics, the public opinion poll or
survey is one of the premier technologies for opinion expression and
measurement. And one could argue that the newspaper is still an impor-
tant organ for the communication of popular sentiment, just as it was
during the years when Alexis de Tocqueville and Lord B;ryce traveled
America in hopes of understanding the nature of democracy.

Interestingly, the tools that we use to express public opinion can also
be considered tools for measuring public opinion. Let us take demonstra-
tions as an example. When thousands of people gather in Washington,
D.C., to protest a government policy or to demonstrate that a large num-
ber of Americans share a particular cause, identity, or political agenda, the
marchers are expressing their opinions. At the same time, however, oth-
€IS are measuring those opinions. Journalists and policymakers alike can
Assess .the size of the crowd as well as the rhetoric of the speeches and the
111te1'1s1ty of feeling among rally attendants. Thus, the political demon-
:Sstltil;,eii 1?1 :pchno]pgy o.f pub.lic opinion, enables both the expression

o aluation of public feeling.
man:iﬁ r\:)vs ji;;clttlstsi some o{ the more important technologies that hu-
ftude, aboi{t Ublilce p;fntunc]; I;ZIVC employed to cpmpnuucate thpir at-
Ilowe\fel-’ . mi}tht o i(n airs. . etore we take up this list of techniques,

. structive to underscore the grand trends in tech-
al innovation over time. There are three forces that have altered
ure of public opinion technologies through the ages:

nologic
the nat

L An increa

2

M sing emphasis on order and routinization.
: Ovement tow:
; tion Opinion,
S A shift from loc
and

Ell'd private and 211]01]}'1110[18 means fOT' commiunica-

al to national and even global opinion expression
assessment.
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We shall sec as we advance through periods in the history of public ex-
pression that our techniques for communicating attitudes have become
increasingly standardized and routinized. In other words, we have devel-
oped more rigorous schemes for quantifying and aggregating public opin-
‘on so that it can be more easily understood. Furthermore, in capitalist
societies, public opinion data are a valuable commodity, so it is important
to develop standard methods of opinion measurement that are valued by
consumers, be they citizens, legislators, or newspapers. Random sampling
techniques that enable a researcher to poll a small number of citizens and
then generalize to all Americans are a relatively new set of tools devel-
oped in the mid-twentieth century. The representative public opinion
poll uses a much more standardized methodology than other technolo-
gies (such as counting the crowd members at a demonstration). This is
not to say that opinion polls are somehow better than other nonquantita-
tive techniques of the past or present. All methods of communicating
public opinion have their positive and negative aspects, as we shall see
during this discussion.

That opinion expression has become increasingly private is closely
connected with the development of two opinion technologies in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These periods saw the emergence of
secret balloting during elections and the rise of the straw poll {which
evolved into the sample survey of today). Before the widespread diffusion
of the secret ballot and the confidential poll—methods where one’s iden-
tity remains anonymous—technologies of public opinion demanded that
citizens cither sign their name or show their faces: One had to sign a pe-
tition, for example, or appear at a political demonstration. There is no
protection of a citizen’s identity in these cases.!*

Another important trend in the history of techniques people have used
to express and measure public opinion is the increasing emphasis on na-
tional—as opposed to local—opinion. The scholar to write most elo-
quently about this shift is historian Charles Tilly, who argues that ex-
pressions of opinion were largely local before the mid-nineteenth century:
He notes:

Broadly speaking, the repertoire {of opinion techniques] of the seven-
teenth to ninetcenth centurics held to a parochial scope: It addressed local

e e 4‘31‘1
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actors or the local representatives of national actors. It also relied heavily
on patrenage—appealing to immediately available power holders to convey
grievances or scttle disputes. . .. The repertoire that crystallized in th;
nincteenth century and prevails today is, in general, more national in scope:
Although available for local issucs and enemics, it lends itself casily to co-
ordination among many localitics. As compared with the older repertoire,
its actions are relatively aufonomons: instead of staying in the shadow of cx-
isting power holders and adapting routines sanctioned by those power
holders, users of the new repertoire tend to initiatc their own statements of
gricvances and demands. Strikes, demonstrations, clectoral rallies, and
similar actions build, in general, on much more deliberately constructed

organization than used to be the case. (emphasis in original)'s

This shift from local expression of opinion to national expression of
opinion was made possible, in part, by the development of mass media—
the newspaper in particular. Yet other factors played a role as well: the ac-
celerated importance of the nation-state as global actor, improvements in
transportation infrastructure (roads, trains, and so on), and the expansion
of the size of the federal government.

PRE-NINETEENTH-CENTURY OPINION
COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUES

,
T'he number and vartety of methods people have used to communicate
and assess public opinion over time are extraordinarily large. Here we dis-
cuss some of the major techniques, those that scholars of public opinion
h.IStO‘ry have focused on most closcly. It is best to divide up the technolo-
gles Into two periods, those used before the nineteenth century and those
c;ifilor}}lre: l:zgll-]llll}lg in fthe eurl‘y 18095. 'I.‘he reas(.)n is that the nineteenth
Bt tl;eL n]innce tzl;gt li) a t;lrmng plomt 111' the history of public opinion:
r 7 1
public meg cceenth cz;t;r)l,gtgg mtologlés vs;erc less syst‘emfltlc, mor.e
A . 1800, strategies for commum?atmg public
Cion of o1 f ar more routinized, tended to tocus on private cxpres-
N pinion, and.were much more national in scope.
rhetcl)ljcf)ilfgeare:ri?ﬁ ;el‘cl‘miques. for opinion cor.nmunication was
public speaking and persuasion. Oratory and
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rhetoric were employed by a variety of citizens and leaders of the an-
cient Greek city-states of the fifth century B.C. in order to argue for
policy in those young democracies. As Wilhelm Bauer, the great Ger-
man historian of public opinion, put it, citizens assembled in the mar-
ketplaces of ancient Greece, where “oratory rapidly developed as the
technique best suited to the manipulation of public opinion and contin-
ued throughout later Greek and Roman times as the most powerful in-
strument of political propaganda and agitation.”’® Obviously, rhetoric is
still used extensively today, as presidents, members of Congress, interest
group leaders, and ordinary citizens try to persuade each other about
policy in a variety of areas—in health care, labor relations, education,
and economics, among others. The ancient Greek philosophers, Aristo-
tle and Plato included, spent an enormous amount of time thinking
about the art of oratory, since democracy revolves around political com-
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BOX 2.5 EFFEMINATE VERSUS MANLY RHETORIC

Margaret Thatcher. (Photo courtesy
of the Margarct Thatcher
Foundation, © Terence Donovan)

fn her book on the history of speech-
making, Kathleen Hall Jamieson in-
cludes a section on the problematics
of women's speech. She notes first
that “womanly discourse” has tradi-
tionally been described as “shrill’” and
without merit;

munication and the expression of ideas and values. Citizens of ancient
Greece and Rome were sophisticated consumers of oratory, as so many
scholars have noted. Kathleen Hall Jamieson, a contemporary scholar of
rhetoric, writes:

For centuries, their opponents argued
that women's fundamental irrational-
ity and congenital emotionalism

. should disqualify them from public
Ancient oratory was considered a fine art, an art regarded by its cultfva— speaking and public office. The high pitch of the woman's voice was seen as
tors, and by the public, uvs analogous to sculpture, to poctry, to painting, symptomatic not of physiological differences in the vocal mechanism but of
to music andfo acting. This character is common to Greck and Roman excessive emotionalism. ... Noting that shriliness characterized the voices
oratory. So, for example, Isocrates [a Greek orator] notes that listeners of eunuchs, women, and invalids, [the Roman rhetorician] Quintilian recorm-
br(?k’c into lou$i applausc when antitheses, symmetrical clauses, or other mended that men increase the robustness of their voices by abstaining from
stflkmg rhetorical figures were skillfully presented. . .. When the world sexual intercourse. Later theorists were equally concerned that men not
of entertainment, persuasion and politics was in the main an oral one, lis- sound womanish. “Some have a womanish squeaking Tone” wrote John

Mason in An Essay on Elocution and Pronunciation (1748}, “which, Persons
whose Voices are shrill and weak, and overtrained, are very apt 1o falt into.”

teners were drawn together in large numbers to experience a piece of

communication.!”

... Eager to mute the inference that their voices signaled irrational or emo-

In ancient times, rhetoric occurred in unmediated forums. Speakers . . . L
cs, oceurred ope tional natures, female politicians, Margaret Thatcher {former prime minister

addressed crowds in arcnas and marketplaces, at festivals and public
meetings of all sorts. Such direct address still occurs today, as when legis-
lators speak from the floor or when political candidates give speeches to
gathered supporters. Yet these days, much of the public speaking in polit-
ical life is mediated by television, and that technology has changed the
nature of rhetoric itself (see Box 2.5).

of Great Britain] among them, have sought voice retraining. Under the su-
Pervision of a tutor from the National Theatre, Mrs. Thatcher lowered the nat-
ural pitch at which she spoke in public.

Yet Jamieson also points out that the "feminine” rhetorical style so thor-
Oughly disdained throughout history can be very effective in the age of tele-
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vision. She argues that President Ronald Reagan’s success (he was often
called "the great communicator” in the press) was due in part to his em-
ployment of a traditionally female rhetorical style—one based on self-disclo-
sure and emotional display. About oratory aver the airwaves, Jamieson
writes:

Television invites a personal, self-disclosing style that draws public discourse
out of a private self and comfortably reduces the complex world to dramatic
narratives. Because it encompasses these characteristics, the once spurned
womanly style is now the style of preference. The same characteristics com-
prise a mode of discourse well suited to television and much needed in
times of social stress or in the aftermath of divisive events. By revivifying so-
cial values and ennobling the shared past, epideictic or ceremonial discourse
helps sustain the state.

Source: Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Eloguence in an Electronic Age: The Transformation
of Political Speechmaking (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), quoted passages
from pp. 78-79, 84.

Rhetoric is by far the oldest of all public opinion communication tech-
nologies, and there is quite a large gap in the history of public opinion be-
tween the development of the art of public speaking and the next major
technique: the invention of the printing press (see Figure 2.3). Intro-
duced in the sixteenth century, the printing press enabled the formation
of modern publics. In other words, the publication of newspapers, books,
and pamphlets made it possible for large numbers of dispersed people to
communicate with each other. Before printing, one could communicate
only with neighbors and those one met during travel (which was uncom-
mon among ordinary citizens). With the introduction of printed materi-
als about public affairs, however, people could ally themselves with
causes, ideas, and organizations. The invention of printing was revolu-
tionary in many respects, but its importance to public opinion expression
cannot be overestimated. Thomas Jefferson once said about newspapers
in a letter to a friend, “Were it left to me to decide whether we should
have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a govern-
ment, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”i® Tocqueville
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FIGURE 2.3 “ATrue Representation of a Printing House with the Men at
Work.” The printing press cnabled the development of modern “publics”—
geographically dispersed people who shared the same interests or points of view.
Depicted in this engraving is 2 1752 printing housc. SOURCE: John M. Lewis,
Anatomy of Printing: The Influences of Art and History on Its Design (New York:
Watson Guptill Publications, 1970). )

and Bryce noted the importance of newspapers in nincteenth-century
AI.nCrica, but their influence began much earlier in the European monar-
chies of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Printing made possible the mass distribution of knowledge itself.

ommon citizens, especially those in rural areas, could get access to ideas
ﬁ.bOut politics, religion, and the arts. And the fact that so many inexpen-
ii{c\’eia};an:iléle{ts,;ewspﬂpers, .and E)?oks were in circulation boosted the
o HCZOlcn €s 11.1 dJEI'OfBCaH nations. The explosion of Printcd materials was
nd g qhpz}[n(lie y 1eefiom of the press, of cour.se, ?mce monarchs could
e Ind\ lil 1own nc—:xwpnpcrs VYhel]' such pubh?atl‘ons threatened their
A e ced, there are In}lltlplc historical cases .0}‘ printers being tortured

executed for publishing newspapers that criticized the state.
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FIGURE 2.4 Lloyd’s Coftechouse in London, 1798. Coffechouses and taverns served
as forums for political debate in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Such sites
exist today, although during this carlicr period people went to coffechouses for the
express purposc of learning about—and talking about—public affairs. SOURCE: Heinrich
Eduard Jacob, Coffec: The Epic of a Commodity (New York: Penguin Books, 1935).

Interestingly, printing enabled the mobilization of groups for political
causes, the suppression of others, and served as a catalyst for the develop-
ment of other public opinion communication techniques. The newspa-
pers themselves carried opinions and letters to the editor, but they also
served as a starting point for discussion among citizens. In the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, for example, newspapers and books were
vital to the evolution of two important opinion technologies: the coffee-
house and the salon.

Coffcehouses were popular places in England during the centuries fol-
lowing the introduction of printing (see Figure 2.4). Admission to these
forums was cheap, and one could spend hours in coffeehouses reading
newspapers and political tracts and arguing about ideas with other pa-
trons. Eighteenth-century descriptions of coffechouses noted that the mix
of individuals in attendance varied greatly, with judges, journalists, and
lawyers sharing tables with tradesmen, workers, and even the occasional
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chief or pickpocket, Perhaps the sociologist .ewis Coser best describes the
importance of the coffechouses as a technology of public opinion:

A common opinion cannot be developed before people have an occasion to
discuss with onc another, before they have been drawn from the isolation
of loncly thought into a public world in which individual opinion can be
sharpened and tested in discussion with others. The coffechouse helped to
crystallize a common opinion from a multitude of individual opinions and
to give it form and stability. What the newspaper had not yet been able to

accomplish was achieved to a large degree by the coffechouse.t?

During the period in which coffeehouses were established, another
forum for discussion and debate about public affairs became popular in
France. Salons—gatherings of intellectuals, statesmen, and artists—were
extraordinarily important to the development of political discourse in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France. Salons were in many ways
less “democratic” than coffeehouses, which were open to all for a small
entrance fce. The salons were run with an iron hand by bourgeois women
who decided who should be invited and what topics should be discussed.
Much has been written about the exclusivity of the salons, but the effects
of the conversations within these gatherings were tremendous. It was in
the salons of ancien régime Paris that Rousseau developed the ideas for
his Social Contract, an essay often cited as laying the philosophical
groundwork for the French Revolution. Many writers and artists fine-
tuned their ideas in the salons before they wrote books for mass distribu-
tion. But salons, like all public opinion technologies, were also technolo-
gies for public opinion measurement. There is substantial evidence that
kings and their courtiers visited the salons on a regular basis in order to
gather “data” about public opinion. These data reflected only a small, elite
sampling of French opinion, yet since the ideas generated in salons were
destined for diffusion throughout France and the world, such informa-
tion was extraordinarily valuable to those interested in public opinion.?
‘ Perhaps this is a good moment to reflect on one of the troubling issues
1n the field of public opinion raised in Chapter One: Who is a member of
the public is always shifting, depending upon historical context and the
agendas of those measuring public opinion. In terms of developing eco-
nomic policy in the eighteenth century, for example, it was not as impor-



64 INTRODUCING PUBLIC OPINION

tant to the king of France to gather public opinion from the French cou,.-
tryside as it was to monitor the way influential bankers and businessmen
talked in the salons. This may seem to be a very elitist way of thinking
about the public and public opinion (i.e., public opinion 1s the discourse
of rather exclusive salon meetings), vet it is the most accurate meaning of
public opinion for that particular period. We mentioned in Chapter One
that the meaning of public opinion is contested in contemporary Ameri-
can politics, and the same was true in Europe and England in the seven-
teenth and cighteenth centuries. Some believed public opinion to be the
exclusive banter of the salons, whereas others argued that the discourse of
the more egalitarian coffechouse was more representative and therefore
more meaningful as an indicator of public opinion.

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also witnessed the evolution
of other interesting techniques for communication of public opinion.
Two closely related ones are the petition and the public rally. Beginning
as early as 1640, citizens of England petitioned Parliament about a num-
ber of public affairs, from taxes and monopolies to social issues and peace.
Petitions were a very effective means of focusing legislators’ attentions on
topics of importance to common folk. Petitions were presented peaceably
at times, but very often an angry mob delivered its petition to Parliament
in person. In a colorful description of violent petitioning during the first
English civil war {1642-1646), a British writer noted how women—who
were often the leaders in petitioning for peace—presented their demands.
The women, he said,

kepte knockinge and beatinge of the outwarde dore before the parliament
house, and would have violently forced the same open, and required Mr
Pym, Mr Strode, and some other members . . . and threatened to take the
rounde heades of the parliament whome they saide they would castc into
the Thames [River].. .. These women were not any whit scared or
ashamed of their incivilitics, but cryed out so much the more, cven at the
doore of the house of Commons, Give us these Traytors that arc against

peace, that we may teare them in pieces, Give us Pym.2!

Not all petitioners were angry mobs, but so much violence accompanied
the presentation of petitions to Parliament that in 1648, legislators passed
a bill against unruly petitioning. This was ineffective, so Parliament then
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Jimited the number of people wh(? coul.d presenta p‘e.titif)n to twenty. Even

this did not deter violence in conjunction with petltIOI?lﬂg, $0 in 16?9, ?ll
ctitioners were required to give their petition to their representative in

advance of parliamentary debate so that he could present it for thenn.

This serics of incidents in British history could be interpreted i1 sev-
eral ways. One might argue that the petitioners were too unruly to engage
in the sort of rational political dialogue necessary for the consﬂ:uction of
publiC policy. Alternately, we can .reiad this as a.n attempt by'lerllzlment. to
squnsh the intensity of public opinion by erasing the.emotlon underpin-
ning the demands of petitions. Historians’ interpretations of tlles? events,
as well as other acts of citizens during the English civil wars, are interest-
ing and varied.??

Why add rioting and demonstrations to our list of opinion technolo-
gies, since the process of people gathering together to express their de-
sires might be seen as a fundamental human activity? Although crowds
gathered in the ancient city-states of Greece and throughout the ages, ri-
oting escalated as a form of public opinion expression in scventeenth-
century England. Most of these “popular disturbances” (as they were
called at the time) centered on economics: Rioters protested fiscal policies
of the Parliament as well as the food shortages and food price hikes re-
sulting from those policies. In a 1938 book, British scholar Max Beloff
reports on his archival research concerning the food riots of the late sev-
enteenth and early eighteenth centuries. In late-twentieth-century
America, we are not accustomed to food rioti ng, but such demonstrations
were common during this period. Beloff writes of 1708:

The steepness of the rise in [grain] prices was indeed sharper in these years
than at any other time in the period under discussion. . .. The populace
Wwas not slow to react. In May of 1709 it was reported from Essex that
mobs of women amounting to hundreds were on the move and had threat-
ened to ‘fire divers houses, and shoot several persons, by reason they have

- 2
been dealers in corn to London, on pretense they make the same dear.”??

Rioting is one of the most obviously public of public opinion tech-
Bologies: Although one can often get “lost in a crowd,” those involved in
intS expect to be recognized and heard. In contemporary American pol-
Itics, we often witness demonstrations, strikes, and marches. Yet the in-
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tensity of these gatherings pales in comparison to the series of violent
protests over government economic policy in seventeenth- and eighteenth_
century England.

The next important opinion technology worthy of mention in thig
brief historical overview is the general election. There is evidence that
elections were used in the early Greek democracies, although participa-
tion was limited only to male citizens, so they are not considered “gen-
eral” in any contemporary sense.

Elections are interesting from the standpoint of public opinion history
because they represent a turning point in public expression itself. Unti]
the emergence of the secret ballot—generally used in democratic elec-
tions—opinion expression was public and attributed. One could not cast
a vote anonymously and therefore had to take a certain amount of re-
sponsibility in one’s local community for holding a particular opinion,
With the diffusion of the general election, the anonymous communica-
tion of beliefs became possible on a large scale. Although not all were al-
lowed to vote (e.g., slaves and women), general elections for the presi-
dency in America began in the early nineteenth century. It is not
surprising that straw polling emerged shortly thereafter.

Straw polling is “nonscientific” polling conducted with pen and paper,
over the telephone, or by less formal means (e.g., a “show of hands”). In
the early nineteenth century, journalists, party operatives, and citizens
would poll people in their communities about upcoming elections. Major
newspapers, like the New Yor Times and the Chicago Tribune, would pub-
lish polls from their reporters who were often traveling around the coun-
try covering political rallies and speeches. Many journalists conducted
straw polls on long train or boat rides in order to get a sense of public
opinion in the local community. Although straw polls are still conducted
today (e.g., “call-in polls” on radio or television stations), most serious
polling after 1936 utilized the sample survey or scientific poll.

Were these straw polls accurate? Probably not, but it is difficult to tell
from our vantage point in the early twenty-first century. Claude Robin-
son, a professor at Columbia University, conducted an analysis of straw
polling in 1932 and found much variance. Straw polls conducted in per”
son tended to be more accurate than the sort that asked readers to cut 2
ballot from the newspaper and mail it back. Yet even the in-person 1nter”
view did not always yield accurate forecasts of upcoming elections.**
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For Bryan =and tke County Jah,
1o Ae Bdllor af TA4 N Yorh fimen

On a south-bound train on the Delawars
and Hudson Raflroad last Thur=day, ia one
car an ent.husia.!stic drummer took the now:
popular Atfaw vote to ‘determine the politi-
cal afliations of the passengers. The poH
showed the 28 occupants divided—18 for Mo-
Kihley, § for Bryan. This was satisfactory,
‘but more was to come. When the trzin
hialted at Balilaston, among those who got
off were the five Bryan sympathizers, and
then {t wss seeq thai they wers handcuffed
toguther, and ‘wers & gang of prisoners ok
Alteir way to the county fail at that placs.
SQUND MONHY.
Barxrgroxn, N. Y., Cct. 5.

FIGURE 2.5 In the nincteenth century, citizens would often poll their friends,
neighbors, and coworkers about upcoming presidential races. Often, businessmen who
were traveling around their own region would poll strangers in train cars and on
steamers. This humorous poll, sent to the Neze York Times in 1896 during the contest
b.thecn McKinley and Bryan, comes from a McKinley supporter who watched one of
his fellow passengers poll the riders on a New York train.

We believe that the accuracy of these straw polls is the least interesting
apect of the phenomenon. Straw polls were important in the nineteenth
:dnd early twentieth centuries because they were a vehicle for getting cit-
i"éens involved in politics. First, straw polls made elections seem like

Or.se races.” On the surface this may sound like a negative assessment,
11?:; can be argtlecfl that news articles» emphasizing the contest—Wh.O is
d and who trails—get voters excited about an upcoming election.
Stzzcc)lnjf’ pC?Ple oftelll COlldl}Cth their own straw Polls Fsee Figl){@ 25) in-
Other oy waiting for_;ourn'ﬂhsts to pf)ll them or their neighbors. This is an-
. ay that straw voting, as a formal political endeavor, increased cit-

126;] H . . . . - .
mvolvement. Finally, there is historical evidence that straw polling
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was accompanied by political discussion: When people were polled, it
usually followed or preceded a debate about the issues and the campaign,
Thus, straw polling prompted people to engage their neighbors and
coworkers in discussions of public affairs. Do today’s scientific polls serve
the same function of inspiring public discourse? It is a difficult question
to answer but an important one for students of public opinion to ponder,

Opinion polling was so popular and useful throughout the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries that marketing researchers, political ana-
lysts, academics, and statisticians all worked intensely on developing a
more accurate and rigorous way of assessing public opinion. In 1936, a
year when a popular magazine called the Literary Digest mistakenly pre-
dicted that Alf Landon would defeat Franklin Roosevelt in the presiden-
tial election, a young man named George Gallup predicted just the op-
posite. Gallup, using a mathematical approach called random sampling,
did not determine the clection outcome perfectly (he was off by 7 per-
centage points), but his method was far better than the Digess’s or any
other straw poll (sce Box 2.6).

BOX 2.6 GEORGE GALLUP ON POLLING IN A DEMOCRACY
George Gallup, an carly pollster
who did much to popularize the
opinion survey. (Photo courtesy

of the Gallup Organization)

George Gallup's success as a
pollster was primarily due to his
early use of random sampling. His
pioneering methodological spirit
was only part of the reason for his
success: He had an almost religious
belief that polling could strengthen
democracy in America and beyond.
In 1940, he and Saul Rae wrote:
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The kind of public opinion implied in the democratic ideal is tangible and dy-
namic. It springs from many sources deep in the day-to-day experience of in-
dividuals who constitute the political public, and who formulate these opin-
jons as working guides for their political representatives. This public opinion
listens to many propagandas, most of them contradictory. it tries in the clash
and conflict of argument and debate to separate the true from the false. It
needs criticism for its very existence, and through criticism it is constantly
being modified and molded. It acts and learns by action. Its truths are rela-
tive and contingent upon the results which its action achieves. Its chief faith
is a faith in experiment. It believes in the value of every individual's contribu-
tion to political life, and in the right of ordinary human beings to have a voice
in deciding their fate. Public opinion, in this sense, is the pulse of democracy.

Source; George Gallup and Saul Forbes Rae, The Puise of Democracy: The Public-
Opinion Poll aqd How [t Works (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1940), quoted passage
atp. 8.

The key to Gallup’s success was sampling theory, which dictates that
one use methods of random selection to choose respondents for a poll. If
one carefully chooses members of a sample using this method and re-
sponse rates are reasonably high, the sample should “simulate” the opin-
tons of the population at large. The Lizerary Digest did not use sampling
methods; it simply relied upon various lists of citizens (gathered from
phone directories and auto registration records) and sent out millions of
ballots, asking citizens to mark their preference for the upcoming election.
From 191¢ through 1936, the Digesz used this method. After Gallup em-
barrassed the Digest by predicting the election more accurately than it had,
the Digest issued a public apology and eventually shut down operations.

Our history of public opinion stops here because the introduction of
representzltive sampling was the last revolutionary change in how we
think about and measure public opinion. Petitions, rioting, and dermon-
Str‘ﬂtions are still influential means of expressing and assessing public
OP1}1ic)1], but scientific polling is now the preeminent tool for communi-
“ating opinion. Since Gallup’s earliest polls, a variety of technical im-
Provements in the collection and analysis of survey data have made pre-
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election polling much more accurate. Polling on issues—how people feel
about health care reform, foreign policy, and other current affairs—is still
extraordinarily difficult and complicated. Sampling and survey design
will be addressed in Chapter Three, where you will be introduced to that
method as well as to several other methods of assessing public opinion.

The story of public opinion is a long one, beginning with the ancient
Greek philosophers who thought and wrote so much about popular sen-
timents and the meaning of those sentiments in a democracy. Some peri-
ods have seen more interest in public opinion than others owing to the
predominance of certain forms of government: In autocratic regimes,
public opinion is important only in that it must be tamed or controlled,
whereas in democratic states, the nature of public opinion (in theory) de-
termines the direction of public policy. In every era, new democracies
emerge—the most recent set appearing in Eastern Europe—and the
same enduring questions about public opinion arise: Who composes the
public? And how might we know its desires? As we saw in Chapter One,
these questions are difficult to answer. Yet no democratic state can evolve
if its leaders and citizens fail to grapple with such monumental theoreti-
cal and practical issues.
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