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PREFACE


This book began many years ago as a collaborative project among several scholars, all interested in the essential nature of public opinion. We all believe that public opinion is a vital component in the democratic process, and we were drawn to the topic long ago as students. Now, as researchers and teachers, we still think that students of politics and communication should understand how people form opinions, how public opinion is measured, and how the data of public opinion are used in American policymaking and journalism. Without public opinion, we do not have much of a democracy, so how public sentiments are expressed and evaluated is crucial for scholars, students, and citizens alike to understand.


The authors of this volume come from the diverse fields of political science, communications, and journalism; therefore we bring with us a large arsenal of ideas and perspectives. We take an open, interdisciplinary approach to the topic, unlike that applied in most public opinion textbooks. We look at public opinion on the macrohistorical level, the institutional level, the level of small group interaction, and the micropsychological level. We are interested in how Americans come to have opinions in the first place, how the media enable or prevent the formation of certain attitudes, and how our leaders acknowledge or fail to acknowledge the public mood regarding various policies. There are a great many moments when public opinion matters, so we study public opinion dynamics during campaigns and between them. Public opinion generally is most obvious during election campaigns or national crises, but here we pay close attention to day-to-day attitude formation with regard to issues on the contemporary scene. You will find, as you read through this wide-ranging book, that Americans’ attitudes are sometimes stable and at other times malleable, sometimes liberal and at other times conservative. We hope that you come away from this book with a new appreciation for the complexities of public opinion.


This book was an enormous, although also very gratifying, undertaking. We have many people to thank, although a few stand out for their relentless and good-natured support. We would like to thank Jill Edy and Bruce Williams for their contributions to the first edition, many of which remain in this edition. The discussion of policymaking in Chapter 10 still heavily depends on the contributions of Larry Jacobs, who coauthored this chapter in the second edition. Michael Huge and Andrea Dixon contributed extensive research to help us update Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 11. We thank the many people who have commented extensively on the manuscript at various stages, including: Barbara Bardes, Charles Cameron, Jack Citrin, Rosalee Clawson, Serban Iorga, Ted Jelen, Noah Kaplan, Martha Kayler, Franco Mattei, David Park, Greg Shaw, and Oscar Torres-Reyna. At Westview Press, we are grateful for Ada Fung’s guidance and yeoman editorial efforts and for Amber Morris’s expert attention to manuscript preparation.


Once again, we celebrate the families who have sustained us and enriched our lives through the years and editions of this project. Many thanks to our significant others: Thomas Conrad, Doug Hughes, Nancy B. Rubenstein, the late Mary Lucy DeFlorio, Jane Viste, and Lucy Miller. And to all of our children: Biru, Patric, Ryan, Daniel, Becky, Margaret, and Harriet.
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The Meanings of Public Opinion


Public opinion is endlessly discussed in American politics and culture. The president, members of Congress, candidates for public office, interest group leaders, journalists, and corporate executives, as well as ordinary citizens, routinely ask: “What does the public think?” Political leaders need to know what sorts of policies and initiatives voters support, but other groups and individuals also need a working knowledge of public opinion. Interest group leaders must decide which battles to wage and how best to mobilize potential supporters. Journalists, who are key players in measuring and communicating public opinion, strive both to inform those of us who are curious about our fellow citizens’ attitudes and to understand what their audience wants. Corporate executives must pay attention to trends in American culture—what consumers think about, what they purchase, and generally, how they choose to live.


How can all these parties—and the rest of us—obtain information about American public opinion? There are many sources. Perhaps the most obvious indicator of public opinion is the sample survey or opinion poll. Quantitative data from surveys can often give us a sense of how Americans feel about policy issues, social practices, or lifestyle issues. The results of elections and referenda sometimes reveal citizens’ preferences in very dramatic ways; it is often said that an election is the only poll that matters. Yet students of American politics must go beyond these obvious techniques and consider all of the “places” that people’s opinions can be found: in the scripts of television programs; at political rallies, town meetings, or city council hearings; in the rhetoric of journalism; in the dialogue among friends who frequent a coffeehouse or neighborhood bar; in the political discussions one sees on the Internet and on social media or hears on talk radio. This book takes a broad view of what the phrase “public opinion” really means. To focus on survey results alone is to miss most of the story.


Three key terms 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 Americans govern ourselves and implement public policy. Our discussions of public opinion in politics go far beyond campaigns. Political campaigns do often attract close attention to—if not obsession with—every shift in the “horse race” for public support. The role of public opinion in policy debates receives less (although still considerable) media coverage, but may be even more important. Even politicians who claim not to care much about public opinion often watch closely for insight into how to present their policy proposals or which proposals are better not presented at all.


Although the connections between public opinion and politics are widely studied, communication issues have received far less scholarly attention than they deserve. How is public opinion expressed in America? How do the media influence the ways opinions are communicated and even the substance of those opinions? It is widely said that we live in an “information age,” but how have new communication technologies influenced public opinion? This book explores how both mass media and interpersonal forms of communication shape public sentiment. Since the diffusion of film in the early twentieth century, communication researchers have studied how mass media both reflect and shape people’s preferences and models of the political world. Social psychology provides insights into how a human tendency toward conformity often affects how people talk, behave, and vote.


Finally, public opinion is the result of social processes. That is, it is intertwined with various societal forces and institutions, such as the changing American demographic profile, the problems of inner cities, and the state of family life. Public opinion is embedded in culture and should always be considered in its social context.


WHY STUDY PUBLIC OPINION?


Public opinion research is a very broad field, because scholars in many disciplines need to understand how attitudes about public affairs are formed, communicated, and measured. As we will see in Chapter 2, public opinion study is as old as democracy itself: the ancient Greek philosophers believed that democratic institutions, to be effective, had to be grounded in a solid analysis of popular sentiments. Here we consider four broad reasons why so many scholars and public officials study and care about public opinion.


1. The Legitimacy and Stability of Governments Depends on Public Support


The US Declaration of Independence states that governments “deriv[e] their just powers from the consent of the governed.” That assertion implies that if citizens withdraw their consent, the government has no legitimate powers. “Democracy” may entail much more than public consent, but democratic theorists generally agree that it involves at least that much. Note that the declaration makes a claim about justice. Here, legitimacy is a normative concept—that is, an opinion (or a debate) about how things ought to be.


Normative issues aside, we might wonder: If citizens don’t support a government, is it likely to collapse? How public attitudes affect government stability is an empirical question, or a matter of fact. Perhaps widespread public dissatisfaction with government and lack of commitment to democratic values put democratic states at risk. Many observers believe that one or both of these factors helped Germany’s Nazi Party gain power in the 1930s and may explain the demise or fragility of democratic governments today. Others think that public opinion makes relatively little difference in whether democracies survive.


Public opinion researchers have investigated Americans’ attitudes toward government and political arrangements for many years. How much do members of the public trust their political leaders? Do they believe that Congress is responsive to their needs? Do they believe that political campaigns help them choose the best candidates? Do they yearn for a powerful leader who can “get things done,” essentially a dictator? Questions like these continue to inform—and at times to inflame—debates about legitimacy, stability, and other issues.


2. Public Opinion Constrains (or Should Constrain) Political Leaders


People’s opinions about policy issues, like their opinions about government and democratic values, engage both normative and empirical questions. Normatively, how should public opinion influence policy? Should governments do whatever citizens want them to do? Does the answer depend on the issue, or on exactly what citizens want? Empirically, how does public opinion influence policy? To what extent, and under what circumstances, does public opinion cause political leaders to do things they would not otherwise do or prevent them from doing what they want? What are people’s opinions about policy issues, anyway? Questions such as these inspire much research, debate, and armchair speculation.
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FIGURE 1.1 Public Opinion Demonstration during the Vietnam War Years.


SOURCE: Courtesy of the Library of Congress.


Chapter 10 explores the links between public opinion and public policy in depth, and that linkage is among the most important reasons we study popular attitudes. Presidents, members of Congress, state legislators, and even local city council members must always be aware of public opinion. Sometimes leaders promote a policy and the public quickly supports their ideas, such as when the public “rallies around the flag” in the early days of a military conflict. At other times a groundswell of public opinion comes first, and leaders respond with action (see Figure 1.1). For the most part, however, the interaction between leaders and the public is far more complex, because communication is so imperfect. Journalists, for example, can knowingly or unknowingly distort public opinion; policymakers can confuse the “voice of the people” with the voices of media professionals. Or journalists may affect public opinion by misrepresenting or ignoring aspects of a policy debate.


3. Public Opinion Provides Clues about Culture


Public opinion on policy and social issues can offer crucial insights into larger currents in American culture. Since it is difficult for social scientists to study the many dimensions of American culture, we often draw inferences about that larger culture from narrower studies of public attitudes.


For example, researchers have researched public attitudes about welfare programs to study broader cultural attitudes. Since the 1960s, when the US government initiated several large antipoverty programs, public opinion researchers have asked Americans how they feel about such programs. The results of these studies tell us a lot about American norms and values. (Of course, varying descriptions of the programs can elicit very different answers—and those differences can contribute to our knowledge.) If, over the course of several years, survey respondents increasingly support the idea that welfare recipients should be required to work, we learn something about changing values: the trend may indicate a growing impatience with the poor, a renewal of the work ethic, or a general resurgence of conservative political ideology. All of these hypotheses need more rigorous study, but social scientists are often “tipped off” about larger cultural trends by survey results or other evidence about public opinion.


One might argue that public opinion and culture are so intertwined as to be inseparable. In addition to being the source of aesthetic “products” (e.g., art, music, dance, and the like), culture is a sum of people’s norms, values, and sentiments—common subjects of public opinion research (see Box 1.1). In this text we do not assume that any part of popular culture is inherently outside the bounds of public opinion, but neither do we argue that public opinion subsumes everything worth knowing about culture.


4. Political Leaders Seek to Change or Mobilize Public Opinion


While political leaders may be constrained by public opinion, they also try to influence it. The most obvious circumstance is wartime, when presidents typically urge citizens to make large sacrifices: to send their sons and daughters off to war, to conserve scarce resources, and to contribute in other ways. During World War II this sort of mobilization was not particularly difficult. That war was widely perceived as, to use Studs Terkel’s phrase, a “good war,” in which we were fighting for freedom for ourselves and others. Other mobilizations for war have been more difficult or more complicated. A vocal and intelligent antiwar sentiment existed in the days before our entry into World War I, for example, as a variety of writers and artists attempted to persuade Americans that the United States should stay out of European affairs (see Figure 1.2). And in the 1960s President Lyndon B. Johnson attempted to convince an increasingly resistant public that US military action in Vietnam was proper and morally sound. Often, of course, political leaders do not agree about what should happen, and then they may engage in a struggle to win public opinion over to their respective sides.




 






BOX 1.1


Culture, Art, and Public Opinion


History often provides excellent examples of how culture and public opinion are interwoven. Let us take one interesting historical case of this relationship—the popularity of Shakespearean drama in nineteenth-century America—to illustrate that nexus. Our example comes from historian Lawrence Levine’s Highbrow, Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America. Today Shakespeare is generally considered “highbrow” entertainment with limited appeal, but in the nineteenth century his plays were vastly popular across class lines.


Levine argues that Shakespeare’s drama was so popular because it appealed to some basic beliefs among Americans at the time. In particular, Shakespearean drama emphasized the struggle of the individual: “His plays had meaning to a nation that placed the individual at the center of the universe and personalized the large questions of the day.”1


Levine gives an example 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 performances in two different New York theaters:


              Forrest’s vigorous acting style, his militant love of his country, his outspoken belief in its citizenry, and his frequent articulation of the possibilities of self-improvement and social mobility endeared him to the American people, while Macready’s cerebral acting style, his aristocratic demeanor, and his identification with the wealthy gentry made him appear Forrest’s diametric opposite. On May 7, Macready and Forrest appeared against one another in separate productions of Macbeth. Forrest’s performance, at the Broadway Theater, was a triumph both dramatically and politically. When Forrest spoke Macbeth’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, 22 people were dead and more than 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 on ideology: Americans of the mid-nineteenth century, as well as those living in the early twenty-first century, have often been hostile toward art and artists who somehow reflect unpopular beliefs. This example also underscores the fact that public opinion and culture are inextricably intertwined: Americans have never drawn a sharp dividing line between politics and art. Finally, the riot illustrates how political expression (violent expression, in this instance) manifests itself in a variety of forms. In this case, a dramatic performance served as a trigger for public discourse and action, but often speeches, telecasts, and actions of our leaders serve as catalysts for the display of pent-up ideological feeling.


       [image: ]


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


       2Ibid.






 





A political leader who needs to mobilize public opinion must first understand its nature. The same holds true for students of politics, who try to make sense of government-inspired collective action. Under what circumstances do people support the president with patriotic fervor, and why? How should military leaders present the nature of a conflict to the public to make the cause a popular one? Having an understanding of public attitudes, beliefs, and values is important if leaders are to persuade us with their rhetoric, but they must also have a good grasp of public opinion dynamics: the interaction of media and public opinion, the concept that different channels of communication have different effects on audiences, and the like.







[image: FIGURE 1.2. “Having Their Fling.” This cartoon, drawn by artist Art Young in 1917, depicts a variety of parties who supported US participation in World War I, which Young opposed. The drawing eventually was used in a landmark sedition case against Young and several other writers and artists who produced the antiwar, socialist magazine called The Masses. A jury found the group not guilty, although The Masses eventually folded due to a variety of other financial and political problems.]





FIGURE 1.2. “Having Their Fling.” This cartoon, drawn by artist Art Young in 1917, depicts a variety of parties who supported US participation in World War I, which Young opposed. The drawing eventually was used in a landmark sedition case against Young and several other writers and artists who produced the antiwar, socialist magazine called The Masses. A jury found the group not guilty, although The Masses eventually folded due to a variety of other financial and political problems.


SOURCE: www.archive.org.


THE MEANING OF PUBLIC OPINION


Although “public opinion” is an essential concept in democratic theory, it eludes a simple and agreed upon definition. Researchers and theorists from many disciplines, applying disparate assumptions and methodologies, often use distinct definitions. This diversity reflects the inherent complexity and ambiguity of the subject. Also, the meaning of public opinion is tied to changing historical circumstances: the sort of political culture that exists, the nature of communication 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 in Europe. 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 early 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 carry on in ways they normally would not? During the early twentieth century societies were becoming more urban, and the labor and socialist movements were beginning to assert themselves. There were strikes, riots, and other instances of collective behavior that many elites feared signaled impending disaster.


The most prominent of the crowd psychology scholars was Gustave Le Bon, whose famous study The Crowd appeared in 1895. Le Bon 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 in the crowd, producing rapid shifts in behavior; and (3) the suggestibility of the crowd, enabling people to hold ideas and behave in ways they normally would not behave.1 In fact, William Trotter likened crowds to animal herds—with the actions of the “lead” individuals transmitting to the others by “suggestion.”2


A crowd is commonly defined by its “unity of emotional experience.”3 According to contemporary opinion researcher Vincent Price, “The crowd develops in response to shared emotions.”4 The study of crowds has expanded to consider fads, crazes, and social movements, and some scholars believe that crowd-like phenomena could be central to the early formation and expression of public opinion.5


The Mass


Crowds are defined by their shared emotional experiences, but masses are defined by their interpersonal isolation. Sociologist Herbert Blumer, writing in the 1940s, states that a mass is composed of anonymous individuals who engage in very little interaction or communication.6 Price notes that a mass is extremely heterogeneous, including people from all strata of society and all walks of life.7 A mass “merely consists of an aggregation of individuals who are separate, detached, anonymous,” reacting in response to their own needs, Blumer argues.8


This concept of a mass, like the “crowd” concept, grew out of the social transformations occurring around the turn of the century. People became more mobile. Many moved to the cities and became disconnected from their roots in family and village life. They worked long hours and returned home to anonymous neighborhoods. This disconnection tended to remove the checks on antisocial behavior and the pressures of conformity that are possible in families and villages where everyone knows everyone else. Yet masses are not asocial; instead, they have distinct social dynamics. Blumer suggests that what binds a mass together is a common focus of interest or attention. As examples of masses, Blumer mentions 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.”9 Members of a mass have 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, such as 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, as commonly defined, is sharply distinct from a crowd or a mass. 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.”10 Thus, a public emerges and is sustained through discourse over a controversy. Entering a crowd requires only “the ability to feel and empathize”—to share an emotion—whereas joining the public requires also, in Robert Parks’s words, “the ability to think and reason with others.” A public may be influenced by a shared emotional drive, but “when the public ceases to be critical, it dissolves or is transformed into a crowd,” which according to Blumer creates “public sentiment” rather than public opinion.11 Unlike a mass, a public is self-aware and interactive.


How realistic is this definition? Perhaps the citizens in a small town can form a public, but can the hundreds of millions of people in the United States really be said to “engage in discussion”? Many, including sociologist C. Wright Mills, doubt it. Mills argues that Americans are better construed as a mass than as a public: many more people receive opinions from the media than express opinions to each other.12 Others argue that although the “American public” is farflung and diverse, most people do somehow participate in a sort of national conversation. For some observers, the definition of public becomes a standard for evaluating political and social institutions: What do Americans need to function as a public?


Defining Public Opinion


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 formation, communication, and measurement of citizens’ attitudes toward public affairs. We believe that there are five reasonable definitions of public opinion that are distinct but that also overlap to some extent. The differences among these definitions reflect ongoing debates in the field. While you are likely to prefer some of these definitions to others, they all merit your consideration.


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. Because professionally conducted polls interview people across social groups, the results can be used to make general claims about the entire population. (We discuss this process at length in Chapter 3.)


This definition is widely accepted in public life today, for several reasons. First, it provides a straightforward prescription for measuring the public mood: if public opinion is the aggregation of individual opinions, it is clear that we must interview individuals and add their opinions together to ascertain it. Moreover, polling methodology has become routinized, so any trained researcher with resources can conduct a competent survey of the public. Second, this definition of public opinion resonates with the structure of the democratic elections. Surveys are like elections in the way they tally “votes” (opinions), so they seem to fit our particular system of governance. Third, this sort of quantitative approach to understanding public opinion enables researchers, journalists, and others to engage in complex causal analyses. If an analyst polls a sample of American 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, as well as other attitudes and values.


Polling is used by legislators, presidents, and journalists to explore how people feel about various policy issues, but surveys also provide insight into more general attitudes about social life. The mass media regularly conduct and report on surveys of 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 Beliefs. Several theorists argue that we need to think of public opinion as the equivalent of social norms: that majority values and beliefs are the true basis of public opinion. Here “majority” is defined not as “greater than 50 percent,” as in many elections, but as “dominant”—that is, so widely and/or intensely held that to challenge those norms is to stand apart in a way that most people would rather avoid. Theorists who use this definition are not making a judgment about the majority being right or wrong on a particular subject; they are simply arguing that people do pay close attention to the opinions of friends, coworkers, and neighbors and tend to conform to majority opinion.


One researcher who supports this definition of public opinion is Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, whose work we discuss in greater depth in Chapter 7. Noelle-Neumann argues that public opinion is best defined as the “opinions on controversial issues that one can express in public without isolating oneself.”13 She believes that citizens do a surveillance of their environment, try to get a sense of what majority opinion is like on a particular topic, and then either express themselves or keep quiet on the subject. If people determine that they hold a minority opinion, they often remain silent, contributing to what Noelle-Neumann calls a “spiral of silence” in which others likewise withhold their opinions, thus making that view seem even rarer than it is.


There is considerable debate about Noelle-Neumann’s hypothesis. First, various researchers have challenged her methodology, that is, how she tries to measure conformity dynamics. (How does one measure opinions that people decline to express?) Second, the term “majority” implies that people are equally likely to conform on any issue about which they are outnumbered. This seems unlikely—but if people feel more pressure to conform on some issues than on others, the theory doesn’t explain why. Noelle-Neumann’s theory raises many unanswered questions, which is not a bad thing. However, some researchers find her emphasis on conformity fundamentally misguided, given all the issues on which people freely and openly disagree.


Despite these reservations, Noelle-Neumann’s definition of public opinion (among similar definitions) exposes limitations in construing public opinion as whatever surveys measure. One is that if we do not always honestly and fully express our opinions to each other, we probably don’t do so to pollsters, either. So researchers need more sophisticated methods to explore what people really think. But there are other questions. If people are willing to say things to pollsters that they do not tell each other, does it make sense to think of their survey responses as “real” public opinion? Doesn’t people’s day-to-day behavior matter more than what they might tell an unknown interviewer? No matter how you answer these questions, you can see how survey results alone do not paint the entire picture.


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 interest groups include political parties, trade organizations, corporations, and activist groups like the Sierra Club or the Christian Coalition. The strength of this definition is that it underscores power dynamics: in political reality, organized groups are those 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 subscribe to this definition do not discount the opinions of individuals but are most interested in how those opinions are translated into interest group behavior: policymakers and journalists are more likely to be attentive to what interest groups say and do than to what individual citizens think.


One theorist advocating this definition is Herbert Blumer, mentioned previously in our discussion of masses and publics. In a famous article published in 1948, Blumer argues that public opinion should be construed as the pattern of views “that come to the individuals who have to act in response to [the public opinion].”14 (See Box 1.2.) He critiques the common assumption of survey research that every respondent’s opinion should be treated as equally important. However democratic that might seem, Blumer says that it is fundamentally misleading, because all citizens are not equal; some are far more influential than others. Surveys are not well suited for measuring those differences in influence, and most do not even attempt to do so.


Category 4: Public Opinion Reflects Media and Elite Influence. Some political observers have suggested that public opinion is best understood as the product—or even, at times, a projection—of what journalists, politicians, pollsters, and other influential “elites” believe. This notion—that public opinion is a creation of social leaders—may sound cynical, but it has many adherents. The most famous is probably Walter Lippmann, a journalist and political philosopher who was prominent from World War I through the early years of the Vietnam War. Lippmann argued that the common citizen could not possibly stay informed on all public issues and therefore could hardly produce meaningful opinions on them. At most, then, public opinion consists of people’s simplistic reactions to what they learn from the media and relatively few opinion leaders.


One can find a large number of policy matters about which the American public knows very little (see Box 1.3). Lippmann emphasized that the public’s inability to opine on all issues was not a matter of laziness, but stemmed from inherent human limitations. He wrote in 1925:


My sympathies are with [the private citizen], for I believe that he has been saddled with an impossible task and that he is asked to practice an unattainable ideal. . . . 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.15


Lippmann’s book Public Opinion (1922) focuses not on what Americans think about various political issues, but on how Americans typically think—for instance, by relying on broad “stereotypes” and yes-or-no reactions to positions formulated by others—and on how opinion leaders’ rhetorical choices and media reporting influence that thinking. Lippmann argues that political parties and newspapers often state symbolic principles on which many people can agree—such as “Americanism,” “law and order,” or “justice”—instead of specific policies on which people would sharply disagree. Lippmann concludes that advances in communications and psychological research have given political leaders an unprecedented capacity for “the manufacture of consent.”16 We can only imagine what Lippmann would think more than eighty years later.




 






BOX 1.2


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 would be important to them? Blumer argued that public opinion polls are practically irrelevant to a policymaker, who must “view society in terms of groups of divergent influence; 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.” According to Blumer, polls:


              are unable to answer such questions as the following: . . . 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 [they] . . . very much concerned about their opinion; are they going to get busy and do something about it; are they going to get vociferous, militant, and troublesome; . . . does the opinion represent a studied policy of significant organizations which will persist and who are likely to remember; is the opinion an ephemeral or momentary view which people will quickly forget?


SOURCE: “Public Opinion and Public Opinion Polling,” American Sociological Review 13 (1948): 547.






 











BOX 1.3


An Ignorant Public?


Levels of civic knowledge among Americans, as measured by surveys, have always been lower than political scientists would like. In 2011 the Annenberg Public Policy Center conducted a study to measure knowledge about basic constitutional issues and contemporary politics. Some of the results are recorded below. Do you think Americans should be able to answer these questions correctly?
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       SOURCE: Annenberg Public Policy Center, “New Annenberg Survey Asks: ‘How Well Do Americans Understand the Constitution?’” Press release, September 16, 2011. http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/Downloads/Releases/Civics%20Knowledge/Final%20CIVICS%20knowledge%20release%20corrected2.pdf






 





While most scholars agree that elites wield great influence over public opinion, to define public opinion in terms of that influence goes further. It implies that for most purposes, at least, we can understand public opinion better by studying what leaders and the media say about issues than by studying what most people think about them. The next definition of public opinion has even less to do with “the public.”


Category 5: Public Opinion Is a Fiction. Some theorists argue that public opinion is a phantom, a rhetorical construction that has no real connection to “the public” as a group of citizens. These theorists argue, for example, that journalists and politicians often make claims about public opinion on some issue without any evidence whatsoever. If people can invoke public opinion so indiscriminately, does the phrase have any objective meaning? Even if a political leader can cite a survey that indicates public support for his or her position, how solid are the opinions measured, and how consequential are they? And would citizens act on those opinions? If politicians or pundits make contradictory claims about public opinion, are some of these claims more correct than others, and does it really matter if they are? Theorists in this category consider “public opinion” fundamentally a mystification that puts words and ideas in the public’s collective mouth. Crucially, they choose to study this fiction: public opinion is what leaders say it is, because any alternative “real” public opinion is unknown (perhaps even unknowable) and not practically relevant.


Scholars in this category focus on the rhetoric of public opinion: how speakers essentially manufacture a public (and its opinions) to suit their needs. Sometimes carefully worded polls are used to produce the desired results. At other times, speakers simply assert that their positions represent what “we Americans believe,” “who Americans are,” or “American values.” Public opinion can also be manufactured through sophisticated public relations efforts intended to create the impression of widespread public support.


Critics in this category underscore the difficulty, if not futility, of trying to adjudicate competing claims to represent “real” public opinion. For example, scholars have noted that citizens think about politics using different terminology than do pollsters and policymakers. Some doubt that average citizens and political elites even recognize the same problems as being political in nature. Pierre Bourdieu, a French sociologist, comments on the propensity of journalists to “further simplify the already simplified [polling] data.” Bourdieu argues that a close analysis of multiple polling questions and answers would be “the only way to know what were the questions the people really thought they were answering.”17 Bourdieu does believe that academics, with great care, can occasionally conduct useful surveys, but he does not think that these surveys necessarily measure “public opinion.” As a practical matter, “public opinion” is whatever people say it is, however fanciful and mutually inconsistent their statements may be.


Table 1.1 takes up the policy debate over health care reform and discusses how theorists from each category might explore the role of public opinion in this debate.


TABLE 1.1. Thinking About and Measuring Public Opinion: American Health Care
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DIMENSIONS OF PUBLIC OPINION


Regardless of their favored definitions of public opinion, most scholars agree that average citizens have opinions and attitudes that are at least potentially relevant to various policy issues. In general, when we refer to “public opinion” without specifying a definition, we refer to people’s policy-relevant opinions and attitudes. Researchers’ knowledge of public opinion in this sense is usually very limited. As Bourdieu pointed out, one or two survey questions and answers barely begin to reveal what people think. Public opinion has multiple, interdependent dimensions that are important to bear in mind.


First, consider the direction of public opinion. Simply put, it matters where people stand on issues: what they favor, oppose, or are uncertain about. People’s opinions may often be more complicated than a simple “pro” or “con.” For example, while people’s opinions on abortion are often characterized as either favoring or opposing legal abortion rights—”pro-choice” or “pro-life”—many people believe that abortion should be legal in some circumstances but not in others, though they may not necessarily have thought through exactly what those circumstances are.


Second, the intensity of opinion can be critical. How strongly do people feel about an issue? Where an issue has intense advocates on both sides, as the abortion issue does, the result can indicate deep social divisions. If an intense minority confronts a relatively apathetic majority, majority 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 side is particularly intense, policymakers may view the public opinion environment as permissive and enact the policies they themselves favor. Alternatively, if an issue draws an intense majority, policymakers 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 opinions over time. If public opinion on an issue is stable, leaders may be more likely to pay attention to it than if it changes frequently. This situation occurs because stable public opinion is believed to reflect true public desires, whereas unstable public opinion is perceived as capricious and uninformed. However, just because public opinion changes over time does not mean that those changes are not heeded by leaders. Political scientist Michael Corbett points out that “in 1953, 68 percent of Americans favored capital punishment for convicted murderers; then the proportion favoring capital punishment declined until it reached 42 percent in 1966; but then the proportion rose again until it reached 72 percent in 1985.”18 During this span of time, the death penalty was abolished, then reinstated.


The stability of public opinion can be affected by many things. One factor is intensity, already discussed. But stability is also affected by the informational content of the opinion. Informational content is the fourth quality of public opinion that scholars frequently explore. There is much evidence to suggest that people do not know very much about public issues. Some of this evidence we have already seen in Box 1.3, and a more complete discussion appears in Chapter 9. For now, it may be enough to say that scholars are unsure about exactly how much information the public needs to form “rational” opinions about public issues. However, it seems unlikely that uninformed public opinion will have as much impact on political leaders as will informed public opinion.


WHICH MEANING OF PUBLIC OPINION IS BEST?


It is difficult to say which definition of public opinion is “best.” In contemporary American life, all the definitions are used, depending on the circumstances in which the public mood is being discussed. Scholars certainly use all five categories in their work, as do journalists and public officials. Some might argue that because of the popularity of polling, the first category (public opinion as an aggregation of individual 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.


The definition one chooses depends on several factors, including the following:


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


       2.  Historical conditions often dictate the definition of public opinion one uses. We will see in the next chapter, for example, how the 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 interests of the citizenry. In a situation like this, public opinion really is a phantom, manufactured 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. Today, 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 conducting a scientific poll has become so easy to use that people employ the aggregation approach because they can do surveys so quickly. This is not to say that the availability of technology always determines how we see 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 intellectual 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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CHAPTER 2
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The History of Public Opinion


In the previous chapter we discussed the various possible routes to understanding and measuring public opinion, but we only briefly considered its historical development. This chapter explores the history of public opinion: the ways that intellectuals, citizens, and leaders have thought about that concept through the ages and the ways that they have communicated and evaluated the popular sentiment.


There are two approaches to investigating the history of public opinion. One focuses on intellectual history: how philosophers and theorists in various epochs have thought about public opinion. Alternately, we can focus on sociocultural history, that is, the means people have used to communicate their opinions and the techniques leaders have employed to assess those expressed beliefs. In this chapter we explore both sorts of history so that you will understand the philosophical development of public opinion and the “nuts and bolts” of how it has been expressed and measured in different places and times. We begin with the intellectual history of the concept of public opinion and then move to social history.


A few prefatory comments are in order. First, since the history of public opinion—intellectual and social—is so lengthy, we cannot explore all topics, debates, events, or theories in great depth. Here we provide a schematic map of the history, not a definitive reference. Second, this chapter focuses on the ways that public opinion has been discussed, expressed, and assessed in the West—primarily in the United States, the United Kingdom, and European nations. This geographical exclusiveness is unfortunate, but contemporary notions of public opinion in the United States draw most heavily on Western intellectual traditions. Through the ages, individuals in many South American, African, and Asian cultures have undoubtedly thought about the idea of public opinion, but not much of this thinking has been integrated into American political culture and institutions. Finally, just as different definitions of public opinion exist today, philosophers and citizens in different eras have understood the phrase (or similar phrases) differently, depending on their political, technological, and cultural circumstances (see Box 2.1). If the meaning of public opinion seems difficult to pin down, that is exactly our point: the meaning is always in flux, depending on the context in which the term is used.




 






BOX 2.1


One Philosopher’s View


Jürgen Habermas is one of the most important and prolific philosophers of our time. Fortunately for us, he has focused his immense talents on the history and meaning of public opinion in a variety of books and journal articles. This chapter owes much to Habermas, a German scholar whose work has been enormously influential in almost all academic disciplines, among them political science, communications, sociology, philosophy, literature, anthropology, and history. Habermas believes that the meaning of public opinion shifts in each era and that this meaning is always tied to the nature of the broader political and social arena that he calls the “public sphere.”


The public sphere is the forum for discussion of politics outside of our homes but also outside of governmental circles. In other words, talk about family matters or discussion of politics within a household is not part of public sphere discourse, nor is talk among congressional representatives or between the president and his advisers. Public sphere talk is what one hears in a neighborhood bar or on talk radio. One can also find public sphere discussions in the editorial pages of newspapers, both regional and national, or in the large number of American current affairs magazines.


For Habermas, the meaning of public opinion and the ways we express it are always changing because the nature of public life itself is always shifting. In mid-nineteenth-century America, for example, women were typically not part of the public sphere. Middle-class women ruled the domestic sphere—caring for children and for their homes—but played only social roles in public (e.g., as hostesses, entertainers, or supporting players to husbands and fathers). Since women were largely absent from the public sphere in any serious sense, their voices were not considered part of public opinion. As a result, they could not vote and tended not to write letters to editors or vigorously campaign for political candidates. “Public opinion” in mid-nineteenth-century America meant the opinions of certain classes of men.


Habermas summarizes the connection between public opinion and public life in this way: “A concept of public opinion that is historically meaningful, that normatively meets the requirements of the constitution of a social-welfare state [such as our own], and that is theoretically clear and empirically identifiable can be grounded only in the structural transformation of the public sphere itself and in the dimension of its development.”


       SOURCES: Jürgen 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 on p. 244. An application of Habermas’s ideas to the analysis of women in the nineteenth century is given in Mary Ryan’s Women in Public (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990).






 





WHY DOES HISTORY MATTER?


There are many compelling questions about current public opinion: how Americans feel about US intervention in foreign conflicts, how we evaluate the president and other political leaders, how opinions differ across various social groups, and so forth. Given all these questions, why should we be concerned about past notions of public opinion or the ways people expressed themselves centuries ago?


History matters for two major reasons. First, and most obvious, an understanding of history enables us to understand the present: how things got the way they are. Here is an analogy from social life. If we want to fully understand why a friend acts the way she does, we need to understand her life experiences: her family background, where she grew up, the sorts of schools she attended, and so on. Similarly, 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, how social movements have changed the practice of politics, and the like. In the narrower area of public opinion, historical context also matters. For example, opinion polling became very popular in America largely as a reaction to dictators, such as Adolf Hitler, who attempted to speak for the people instead of letting them express their own opinions. After two bloody world wars and the rise of various totalitarian regimes, polling seemed like a very democratic way to communicate public opinion.


Second, history gives us a sense of possibility. We have become accustomed to polls and the statements of interest groups being indicators of public opinion, but history provides examples of many other ways in which people have expressed themselves. When we recognize just how many options exist for communicating 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 certain institutions. If we think about rituals in general as a means for expressing public opinion, we can recognize that some of our contemporary rituals are also expressions of public opinion. Rituals such as 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.


As we turn to the intellectual history of public opinion in ancient Greece, both these points are underscored. We begin with ancient Greece because the written history of democracy (public self-rule, or participation in politics and government) begins there. How early Greek philosophers debated democracy—and how Greek citizens practiced it—have influenced discussions of governance, representation, political participation, and human nature ever since.


PRE-ENLIGHTENMENT PHILOSOPHIES OF PUBLIC OPINION


The phrase “public opinion” was not used widely before the nineteenth century, but many political philosophers of the ancient period used similar phrases to speak about popular sentiment. Plato, a Greek philosopher of the fourth century BCE, acknowledged public opinion as a central force in political affairs, but he doubted that people could realize their own best interests or work on their own to create a morally sound state. Plato thought that the just state should be governed by philosopher kings, and that members of the public should be educated to appreciate how these leaders act on behalf of the common good in order to understand and appreciate their government and the laws they lived under. Early twentieth-century scholar Ernest Barker put 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 harmonise a fluid and subordinate law to the movement of a sovereign public opinion or general will.”1 That is, the modern view puts the public first: public opinion should be the basis of all law, and laws should be altered as the public mood shifts.


Other Greek philosophers writing in the same period disagreed with Plato’s negative assessment of the public’s capabilities, although they did not hold the modern view. In particular, Aristotle argued most eloquently for the voice of the public, defending the wisdom of the common citizen. As scholar Robert Minar puts it: “Aristotelian political theory seems to suggest that public opinion may be regarded as the vehicle of the spirit and continuity of the life of the organic community. It carries the enduring wisdom of the social organism and reflects that wisdom on the particular, immediate actions of government.”2


Aristotle did not see public opinion as the sentiments people held toward particular issues of the day, although he saw those attitudes as important and worth articulating. Instead, he emphasized the prevailing values, norms, and tastes of the citizenry—what sociologist Robert Merton much later called the “climate of opinion.” This broad opinion is then funneled through institutions (such as courts and schools), which 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 predecessors, who advocated for democracy but still did not really trust the people (see Box 2.2).




 






BOX 2.2


Aristotle Versus Plato: The Value of Public Opinion


Since Plato and Aristotle wrote about public opinion in the fourth century BCE, thousands of scholars of political theory have debated and reinterpreted their ideas. Even today, because those ancient texts were so immensely thoughtful and complex, a large number of thinkers scrutinize them, looking for cues about how democracy might work. Perhaps the best way to evaluate the argumentation of Plato and Aristotle is to turn to their original statements. These quotes 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 argues 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 superiority 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 indifference 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 equals 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, aesthetic sense, or integrity. Democracy, Plato argues, demands more from the public than it is capable of giving.


In contrast, Aristotle sees wisdom in the ideas and expressions of citizens acting in public. He glories in the diversity and the very inequalities underscored 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 collectively, 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 together, 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 pronouncement 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 man from the masses.


The arguments between Plato and Aristotle about the value of public opinion continue today, although in a somewhat different form. As we discuss in Chapter 4, some observers believe that public opinion should play a minimal role in policymaking because of its many defects. Others agree with Aristotle that, at least in some circumstances, the opinions of the public at large are more trustworthy than those of any one person.


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






 





The great philosophers of ancient Rome, like Plato before them, generally were skeptical of the common people and their desires. Cicero, the renowned statesman and orator, claimed, “Sic est vulgus: ex veritate 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.” The Romans did not dismiss public opinion completely, but they believed that it mattered most in regard to leadership. Were statesmen honored by the people? Were they popular? Much discussion of public opinion in Roman times was oriented around this narrow dimension of politics.3


For our purposes we can leap forward from the ancient Romans to Niccolò Machiavelli, the Italian statesman and writer, who began to write at the start of the sixteenth century (see Figure 2.1). Machiavelli is best known for his book on political strategy, The Prince, written as an advisory tract for potential rulers. In it he discusses such questions as how a prince should act (“bear himself”) in public, whether he needs to build fortresses, and whether it is better to be feared or loved by the people. Machiavelli writes at length, and with derision, about the nature of the people:


For of men it may generally be affirmed that they are 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 need 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.4
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FIGURE 2.1. Niccolò Machiavelli. Political adviser and author of The Prince.


SOURCE: Courtesy of the Library of Congress.


From Machiavelli we see how closely 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: Machiavelli believed that humans are so obsessed with their immediate desires and comforts that they cannot rule themselves, thus leading to his political theory that the people must be governed by a benevolent dictator.


He respected public opinion as a political force that could harm the prince and the state, but not because he thought it had any inherent virtue, as Aristotle did. Machiavelli’s perspective may seem antithetical to democratic theory and irrelevant in the US context. Yet similar thoughts about the citizenry are sometimes held today by journalists, policymakers, and citizens alike, whether or not this cynicism is openly expressed.


Machiavelli is best described as a conflict theorist, one who believes that underlying even the most peaceful society are conflicting values, unfulfilled needs, and animosities. He perceives 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 emphasize their superior strength, but also to be seen as acting with kindness and grace in the best interests of the people. In summary, for Machiavelli, public opinion was volatile, irrational, and potentially explosive. Leaders must be vigilant to ensure that their people continue to hold them 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 Machiavelli, had a negative view of human nature, believing that people live in constant competition as they vie for property, reputation, and personal safety; he wrote in The Leviathan that life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Hobbes’s 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. In Machiavelli’s philosophical world, statesmen design society; the public plays no positive role. For Hobbes, on the contrary, people agree to the fundamental rules that establish government. Hobbes sees little role for public participation once the state is established and supports the notion of a benevolent dictator. Yet he argues that the state is created through a contract between the public and its leadership. If the state were to crumble—due to internal or external pressure—the citizenry would create a new governmental system.


John Locke, a contemporary of Hobbes, shared his belief in the contract, the agreement among people and leaders about how their community is to be governed. Yet Locke is far more optimistic about human nature and about the value of public participation in politics. Locke’s theory of government greatly influenced our own Founding Fathers, who drew upon Lockean political theory in their plans for uniting the American colonies. He devoted considerable energy to arguing for his theory of inalienable natural rights that should be protected by the state. Like many philosophers of his day, he was somewhat skeptical about popular opinion, though he believed fiercely in the articulation of public opinion as a critical part of politics.


It may seem strange that Aristotle’s relatively high view of public opinion was largely abandoned 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 often are said to have invented the idea of democracy, were not quite democrats in the contemporary 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 political and social change. It was the century of the French and American Revolutions, and both were grounded in political philosophy. The most important discussions of democracy and public opinion occurred in Europe. Some leading early American statesmen, such as Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, often participated in these debates during the considerable time they spent in France and Great Britain. Many other American leaders paid close attention to European thinkers of their day, particularly the French philosophers. This loose network of French philosophers produced some of the most original and compelling tracts on public opinion in the years before the French Revolution. This is a period often referred to as the Enlightenment, since there was great emphasis on the development of the human mind and spirit through science, the arts, and participation in political discourse.


Perhaps the most important work on public opinion was produced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a brilliant and unruly Enlightenment thinker who challenged a variety of social norms and existing theoretical paradigms (see Figure 2.2). The young Rousseau, who appeared on the Parisian philosophical scene from a rather humble background, developed an elegant theory of the state, with public opinion occupying a central role. Again, like philosophers before him, he was somewhat suspicious of the commoner. But more than any thinker to date, Rousseau thought it necessary to place considerable power in the hands of the public.


Like John Locke, Rousseau was very concerned with the rights of individuals. Yet he also placed great value on community and the need for people to respect and listen to each other. The state, Rousseau believed, 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. Rousseau’s discussion of the general will is somewhat complex and even confusing at times. He argues 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).
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FIGURE 2.2. Jean-Jacques Rousseau.


SOURCE: Courtesy of the Library of Congress.


We cannot leave the era of the French Revolution without mentioning Jacques Necker, finance minister to Louis XVI, widely believed to have popularized the phrase “public opinion.” Necker recognized that political discourse and the nature of politics had changed dramatically in the eighteenth century. For the first time, a bourgeoisie had emerged to gather and discuss politics through interpersonal dialogue and 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 benevolence of public opinion. He 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.”5


In the nineteenth century various political philosophers tackled the problem of public opinion. Among them were the English scholars known as the Utilitarians. Jeremy Bentham was the first of the Utilitarians to write extensively about public opinion, and he was most interested in how public opinion acts as a sanction or constraint. Bentham believed that public opinion keeps society in equilibrium by preventing people from engaging in non-normative behavior. People are afraid of public opinion, so they dare not step outside the bounds of what is “acceptable” to most other people. This view of human society may seem bleak, but Bentham and other Utilitarians were most concerned about maximizing happiness among the populace through maintaining social harmony, preferably without resort to state violence. Bentham and John Stuart Mill, another writer in this British philosophical circle, supported democracy but emphasized the importance of majority opinion. In fact, they thought that laws are only needed where the “law of opinion” is not working effectively.




 






BOX 2.3


Rousseau on the General Will


In The Social Contract (1762), 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 others, including their leaders. In the chapter “That the General Will Is Indestructible,” he discusses human nature and its relationship to the general will:


              As long as several men united together regard themselves as a single body, they have only a single will which relates to their common preservation and to the general welfare. Then all the mainsprings of the state are vigorous and simple, its maxims are clear and luminous, there are no tangled, contradictory interests, the common good is everywhere clearly evident and requires only good sense to be perceived. Peace, union, equality are enemies of political subtleties. Upright and simple men are difficult to deceive due to their simplicity: traps, sophisticated pretests do not deceive them. They are not even sharp enough to be duped. When, among the happiest people in the world, one sees bands of peasants settling affairs of state beneath an oak and always acting wisely, how can one help but scorn the sophistication of other nations which make themselves illustrious and miserable with so much art and mystery?


This passage may strike you as strangely naïve. How many people can gather with a “single will” and spontaneously agree on the common good? Yet Rousseau’s view that ordinary people have a clearer sense of the common good than political leaders vying for advantage is one that is widely shared.


       SOURCE: The Major Political Writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau: The Two Discourses and The Social Contract, translated and edited by John T. Scott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), quoted passage on p. 295.






 





Similar views of public opinion as a force of social control were held by Alexis de Tocqueville, the French observer of nineteenth-century American politics. In his landmark study Democracy in America, still considered a seminal work of political theory, Tocqueville stated this about the way 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 beyond it. Not that he stands in fear of an auto-da-fé [style of public sentencing from the Inquisition], but he must face all kinds of unpleasantness and everyday persecution. A career in politics is closed to him, for he has offended the only power that holds the keys. He is denied everything, including renown. Before he goes into print, he believes 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 does, but without his courage, retreat into silence as if ashamed of having told the truth.6


In the same work, Tocqueville made his famous argument about political equality and its relationship to mass opinion. He noted that in societies with extreme inequality—in an aristocracy, for example—public opinion is not viewed as particularly important. He argued that disadvantaged people in such societies generally recognize that others are better educated and more worldly than they are and therefore have more informed opinions. Yet as citizens achieve greater equality, they are less likely to defer to their supposed betters and are more respectful of majority opinion:


The nearer men are to a common level of uniformity, the less they are inclined to believe 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 equality men, being so like each other, have no confidence in others, but this same likeness leads them to place almost unlimited confidence in the judgment of the public. For they think it not unreasonable that, all having the same means of knowledge, truth will be found on the side of the majority.7


This insight is particularly relevant in an age of mass communication, in which citizens potentially can gather extensive information about public affairs as a basis for their opinions. Although Americans are far from equal in wealth or education, most do have some access to news sources, particularly since the advent and growth of the Internet. We tend to think that we and everyone else are entitled to an opinion—and, accordingly, we tend to value majority opinion.


At the same time that Tocqueville was writing about American politics, Karl Marx was studying political and social life from an entirely different standpoint (see Figure 2.3). In Tocqueville we see a celebration of some aspects of democracy and deep concerns about others. In Marx we see a man who was completely dissatisfied with the status quo and believed that democracy (like other forms of government) was subject to corruption by the forces of capitalism. To this day, many scholars argue that democratic ideals have been co-opted or even crushed by capitalism and consumer culture. The argument is complex, but simple examples of this conflation between democracy and capitalism abound. Contemporary neo-Marxists argue that Americans (and citizens of young Eastern European democracies) tend to think of freedom as consumer choice: the right to choose among a variety of products and lifestyles. Social choices such as regulations imposed on business are more likely to be construed as restrictions on freedom than as the free choices of a free people.
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FIGURE 2.3. Karl Marx’s Identity Card. Marx wrote about public opinion, although he used the language of class oppression to discuss formation of public attitudes.


SOURCE: Courtesy of the Library of Congress.


Marx did not often use the phrase “public opinion,” in part because it was not commonly used in German philosophical thought until later in the nineteenth century. Yet he and Friedrich Engels, his collaborator and patron, did argue strongly that organic, grassroots public opinion is rare. In The German Ideology, for example, Marx and Engels argue that common citizens tend to mimic the opinions of those in the ruling class—people with great wealth and power—even though these attitudes are often not in their best self-interest. As a result, Marx and Engels assert, the working class does not wield much political power. It is unable to realize 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 phenomenon, although since 1846 much more has been written on the subject:
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older-American group AARP, and the president
and political party leaders. How do the leaders

of these groups characterize the opinions of their
constituencies on Obamacare? Researchers would
study public statements and would also conduct
interviews with group leaders and members.
Crucially, they would attempt to understand

the way groups clash, by examining points of
contention, areas of common ground, and the
evolution of groups’ strategies and approaches.

In the Context of Health Care Reform

Category 4
(media/elite
opinion)

Category 5
(public opinion
as fiction)

Researchers in this tradition would focus on

media and elite expressions of opinion on
Obamacare and health care reform. Typically,

they would perform content analyses of selected
media sources—perhaps television news, major
newspapers, and/or Internet news sites—to evaluate
the range of opinions and information available to
the public. The results may substantially diverge
from other methods. For example, these sources
may tend to convey positive or negative messages
about Obamacare (such as families’ successes or
difficulties in obtaining affordable coverage), which
may not match people’s perceptions as reported in
Surveys.

Scholars in this category would argue that although
people may have some latent opinions about
Obamacare and how to improve health care, the
expression of these opinions is entirely constructed
by interest groups, public officials, and media. These
parties are exaggerating actual opinion at times,
but often they are constructing “public opinion”
out of nothing at all. Researchers in this tradition
often emphasize the failings and limitations of the
methods used by other researchers, which may
provide much insight into the fiction of public
opinion, but far less into the reality.





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/linec.jpg





OEBPS/images/linef.jpg





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
PUBLIC OPINION

THIRD EDITION





OEBPS/images/f0039-01.jpg
Familien-Name: Varname: Deckname: Hiefl frither: Kart* No. /
- S ’
. J.:f‘l_/-’,.-_,u .~_-/* 2 %f‘/z((w fac . l//

Bernf: Tited: Anrede: Laufende Ned' ]

Wehnort: Ansdrift:

/éf‘;z :ft ZA_x = +

Staatsangehdrighelt: Religion:

Geboren: Qestorben:

MT //7/#/
«Aw ey
1PY7 A,./n,

MK&W vﬂ;«um ot 4&??/’ KM{

n‘)‘er%’m r“f»{ Vs A /!!/;(
uul/ rh{}’n/uﬁ " 40’.41\/9 m//t“/ P
A’uu‘ V%7 adl ;/é‘iltnvwﬁm. /ny ﬁt,«? on lut" ‘/LL‘/'WM’{‘)Q

wf%m /wy S I

I /ﬂ(‘ V7 2 s

Lecer.

Lebenslanf und besondere Lefstangen:

a

¢
% Lavy SIF7
_«,\/z}{(rfm

Farus Fnbers cnga d/aw iAol . /Méfa /ﬂ/ﬁ il

’fm“ ’//"Mr e DL cviril forwvas: v mwm(/«m ﬂ"%%ca
2 (415\ ,u/.. Fir i '{ u{(/fy,,.nﬁf """"f);/)i%fuﬂa‘ g
# /Zf‘e! i (’/«ﬁ/ e T im /{«t‘ftr/ﬁz:;é ,?g‘ltf"& .
Arvaidf i Landio, Mt /m,ﬁ i fio s

Y

: /fd{% e ,“7/ 114/

/ ribevel”-






OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg
Question
What is the highest court in the United States?

What do we call the first ten amendments to the
US Constitution?

How much of a majority is required for the US Senate
and the House of Representatives to override a
presidential veto: 51 percent, two-thirds, three-
quarters, 90 percent, or are you not sure?

Do you happen to know which party has the most
members in the US Senate?

Do you happen to know any of the three branches of
government? Would you mind naming any of them?
[% named all three]

If a person disagrees with a ruling by the Supreme Court,
can he or she appeal the ruling to the Federal Court of
Appeals or not, or are you not sure?

Do you happen to know who the Chief Justice of the
US Supreme Court is?

% of
Respondents
Giving Correct
Answer
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42

38

37
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In the Context of Health Care Reform

Category 1
(aggregation)

Category 2
(majority
opinion)

Category 3
(clash of groups)

Researchers would construe public opinion as what
most private citizens would say when questioned on
the subject. These scholars would use sophisticated
survey methods to explore Americans’ opinions:

Do they approve or disapprove of the Affordable
Care Act (“Obamacare”)? Which specific provisions
do they support or oppose? What do they think of
other proposals? Focus groups also might be used to
collect more data in a more conversational forum.

Scholars would construe public opinion as the
opinion(s) that people feel comfortable expressing
in public. They would ask: What are people saying
about Obamacare and health care? Because it

is difficult to observe people’s speech directly,
researchers might use special surveys or focus
groups to explore this broad question. Or they
might conduct a content analysis of social media to
judge what opinions dominate public discourse.

This approach would focus most rigorously on
the “interests” and coalitions in the debate, such as
the insurance industry, lobbying groups such as the
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