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the hands of the few, he remarks that the time has oome when

those who lead opinion will have to make up their minds what

they propose to do as revolutionary. He states that the

most dangerous sort of unrest is that which prevails among the

leaders of the community, among those who exercise the foroe 
33of the state and set the temper of debate.

33. "Unrest,* New Republic. 20, November 12, 1920, p« 315

Lippmann often asserts that the administration has an 

opportunity to affect public debate and public judgment. That 

advantage of such an opportunity is not utilized is poirted 

out in many of his editorials and magazine articles. Writing 

in the New York Tribune. he says, "Next week Congress will 

meet. The administration has had nine months of freedom from 

congressional criticism, nine months in which to mold a public 

opinion which would support measures needed to meet the world 

crisis. Is there any evidence that it has eucceeded in align

ing a public opinion behind it on which it can count during 

the critical months ahead." He feels that such evidence is 

lacking, that the prevailing opinion in Washington at the time 

he wrote was exactly what it had been nine months previous, 

that the administration could take no far reaching steps be

cause it was not sure of the support of public opinion. For 

more than two years the administration has been working with 

other powers, but it has never once.explained its work to the 

nubile. It, the a<br.lniatr=:ricn does net know whether it can



pledge the nation to any of the doctrines which It hae been 

considering; it is waiting for some sign from a public which 

has never been instructed and informed. While the publio 

waits for some sign from administrative officials, those same 

officials are treating the present uninstructed publio opinion 

as final. This is a different attitude than the one taken by 

the government during the war crisis. Then, Lippmann says, 

the government conscripted public opinion. Officials goose- 

stepped it, taught it to stand at attention and salute.

Decisions in the modern state tend to be made by the in

teraction, not of Congress and the Executive, but of public 

opinion and the Executive. Public opinion, for this purpose, 

finds itself oollected about special groups, a labor group, a 

farmer group. These groups conduct a continuous electioneering 

campaign upon the uninformed, exploitable public. Being special 

groups, they have special sources of information. Very frequent' 

ly the information is simply manufactured to fit the need. It 

would seem, says Lippmann, that the sources of opinion must be

carefully protected if the resulting public opinion is to be of
34

value in guiding the acts of the executive.

34, Lippmann, Walter, Liberty and the News. New York, The 
Macmillan Cojcpany, 1220, p. 61

The public is often poorly instructed, and the result ia 

not all that leaders desire. Unless the cards are laid on the 

table, the ultimate good of any move, political or sooial, may
I

not be realized. In writing of the Manchurian affair, Lippmann
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says: "It la of the utmost Importance that the implication of 

this resolution should be clearly understood, so that assuming 

that the resolution is adopted, public opinion through the world 

may be left in no doubt as to what has been achieved." He says, 

in writing of Grar.di’s visit, "Unless some way is found to 

clarify American opinions on this point, Grandi’e mission may 

have the opposite effect." Lippmann is convinced that tnere le 

potential strength in a well-instructed public opinion. He seems 

to feel that this strength has, so far, not been tapped, that 

there are ways of getting the public to fall in line, tc support 

important measures. The technique, so far, has been faulty. He 

says that perhaps too much reliance is placed on editors of lead

ing papers and on editors of magazines which claim to reflect 

opinion.

Perhaps one other point may be mentioned in analyzing the 

factors which influence the formation of public opinion, ae con

ceived by Walter Lippmann. He stresses the plurality of the per

son. Public opinion is formed by the self in the ascendancy— 

and no one self is always in the ascendancy. Those manipulating 

public opinion have to deal, net only with numerous individuals,

but with individuals whose interests may tend in one direction at 
35one time and in another direction at a future time.

35. Phant ora Public, p. 161

Codes Lave their place in the making of publio opinion. Ster

eotypes which form the basis of our codes influence us in seeking



out facta and determines in v/hat way we shall aee them, and 

"in the making of public opinion, and in the present state of 

education, a public opinion is primarily a moralized and codi-
*2 £5

fled version of the facts.”‘3°

36. Public Opinion, p. 135

Perhaps the entire matter of the formation of publio opin

ion, as far as lippmann’3 concept is concerned, is to be found 

in his statementi "Uy conclusion is that public opinion must

be organized fox* the press if it is to be sound, not by the 
3?press as it is today."

3?. Ibid., p. 32



Part III

The Function of Public Opinion

•The action of a public,* saye Lippmann, "is principally

confined, to an occasional intervention in affairs by means of«
an alignment of the force which a dominant section of that 

public can wield.

38. Phantom Public, p. 60

What the public really does is to align itself for or 

against a proposal. It dees not express its opinions. It can

not do so by simply answering "Yes" and "Ko." In saying that 

the popular will does not direot continuously, but intervenes 

only occasionally, we are advocating that the people themselves 

do not govern, but mobilize, ae a majority, to support or to 

oppose the individuals who govern. The members of a publio can

not possess the intimate knowledge of affairs that those who 

are within the inner cirole possess. They cannot understand the 

fine points of the argument. They can but wait for some sign 

which will indicate behind which actor, which leader, to mobi

lize. They cannot anticipate the problem much before it has 

reached the crisis stage, nor do they mull over the problem when 

that stage is passed.

Public opinion is not a conserving or creating force, di

recting society to clearly conoeived ends, or taking a deliberate 

stand toward any preconceived goal and then working consistently 

and unchecked toward that goal. It does not continuously direot



the affaire of the world* It is only when these affaire meet 

with a enag that public opinion intervenes, and then it does 

not "deal with the substance of the problem, or make teohnical
39decisions, or attempt to do justice, or impose a moral precept."

39. Phantom Public, p. 68

It simply aligns men in such a way ae to back those individuals 

who oppose the crisis.

It is Lippmann’s theory that publio opinion ie a reserve 

of force operating only in periods of crisis. Public opinion 

in this role is an attempt to control the action of those who 

make up the "In" group by those who make up the "Out" group, 

to control those on the inside. The public’s relation to a 

problem is always an external one. It takes the form of a 

vote, a boycott. The expression of opinion is of no importance 

even at the crisis point unless the action of those on the ih- 

side is influenced. Lippmann saye it is the indirect relation

ship between public opinion and public affaire which must be 

considered if we, as students, are to understand the possibili

ties of public opinion.^

40. Ibid., pp. 55-56

It would seem that an election might e^rese the direot 

opinion of a public. However, It is the election which deter

mines the alignment to he made behind certain actors. The 

voter merely says that he will back the candidate who promises 

to do certain things. The candidate is not selected by the



public, aa such. He ia chosen by the party leaders, by the 

city faotione. The result of general voting is to align the 

voters.

Lippmann doea not concede that public opinion makes the 

law any more than it ohooees the candidate. It does, he says, 

when the law is presented to it, either affirm or deny ite 

worth* It does, by giving assent to certain candidates, say 

that this roan shall make the law instead of that man. So 

long as the laws which are made operate smoothly and inoffen

sively, the public does not Interfere. It is only when the 

power of certain persons to make the law has been challenged 

that the public intervenes.

If we depended upon the entire roass of people to make the 

law, we should be a nation without law. It ie impossible for 

the public to govern directly. The only interest that the mass 

has in governing ie to aee that there are laws, that these laws 

funotion, and that when they cease to funotion, naw laws are 

substituted. As a people, we are not interested in the law it

self, out only in enforcing the law; in the maintenance of a 

regime of rule, contract, and custom; in *law, * not in laws; 

in the method of law, not in the substance; in the sanctity of 

contract, not in a particular contract. The pressure which the 

public brings to bear through praise and blame, through votes, 

strikes, boycotts, or support can yield results only if it re

enforces the men who enforce an old rule or sponsor.a new one.



The public does not consider any one system of rules sacred 

and cares only that some system be enforced. It doee not Inter

fere unless there is some question as to validity of the rules, 

as to enforcement, as to meaning. Then, it requires that cer

tain objective tests be applied. The public is not a dispenser 

of law and morals, but a reserve force that may be called into 

U36 during tne poor functioning of the existing laws and 

morals.

41, Ibid., pp. 104-8

There is considerable talk about the education of the gen

eral public in order that there may be a dependable public opin

ion. Lippmann feels that it is in the elementary Btate schools 

that suoh education should logically start. It is impossible,

he says, circumstances being as they are, to educate above the 
42

level of the prejudices of the whole state citizenry. He

42. Lippmann, Walter, American Inquisitore. Hew York, The 
Macmillan Company, 1928, p. 34

says, further, that we cannot imagine that the trusts will drift 

naturally into the service of human life; the people can compel 

such service. Eut there will have to be an adjustment in think

ing, and this adjustment will not come undirected.

That there is potency in an organized public opinion ie 

evident in the weight it has with oertain of the leading actors 

on the stage of public affairs. In his Men of Destiny. Lippmann 

says of William McAdoo: *He, of all men, has incomparably the



greatest sensibility to the prevailing winds of public opinion. 

He ie organized by a remarkable sense of what the governing 

majority of voters wants and will receive.* Of Herbert Hoover, 

he has this to say: "Hoover, lacking stimulation from the mass, 

advances opinions from a few stock ideas." Comparing the two,

he says that McAdoo is less intricate personally, but infinitely
45more sensitive to the stimulus of popular feeling.

45. Men Of Destiny, p. 118

The popular feeling is that if one can secure a hearing in 

public opinion, the cause which he represents will be more cer

tain of ultimate success. Lippmann tells ua that organized 

labor spends large sums of money trying to enforce its will, but

such efforts are generally unsuccessful because it does not have
44

an opportunity to secure a genuine hearing in public opinion.

44. Liberty and the News, p. 103

No one can work at his best, nor secure the best results if 

he knows that he is constantly having to fight public disfavor. 

The press, or rather those who control the press, are always on 

the alert for the approval or disapproval of different publics. 

Lippmann thinks that in the repression of the news no financial 

power is "one-tenth" so corrupting, so insidious, so hostile 

to originality and frank statement ae the "fear of the public 

who reads the magazine. For one item suppressed out of respect 

for a railroad or a bank, nine are rejected because of the



prejudice of the public. This will anger the farmer, that will 
45arouse the Cathclice, another will shock the summer girl."

45. Preface to Polltios. p. 196

The public has a function. It must form methods of its 

own in controversies. It must conform to certain principles.

It must confine the efforts of its members to a play which they 

can play, merely to an intervention whioh will resul* in an 

allaying of the disturbance and so let them, the members, go 

on with their own affaire.
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Part IV

Teste

It has already been said that Lippmann feels that there 

is no question for the public unless there is doubt as to the 

validity of a rule,, doubt about its meaning, its soundness, or 

the method ox its application. When doubt exists, the public 

requires simple, objective teste to help it decide where it 

will enliet. These tests must answer two questions: Is the 

rule defective, and how shall the agency be recognized which 

is most likely to mend it?

Since the membership of the public ia not fixed, changing 

with the issue, there is a drifting tack and forth between the 

field where oertain individuals are executives and the field 

where they are members of the public. There is confusion as 

to whether the attitudes of these individuals are public at

titudes or private attitudes. The public point of view is 

hard to detect, it is confused by the presence of those per- 

cone who a re working to shape opinion, to bend the rule in 

their favor while pretending, or even imagining, that they are 

interested only in the public good and in the existence of a 

workable rule. It is essential that this self-interested group 

be recognized and that its actions bs discounted. The members 

of the self-interested group will not aid in the search. There

fore, it devolves upon the members of the public. They must
*

insist on debate. They, the members of the publio, will not



be able to decide the question on the merits of the arguments 

presented, but they will be watching the exposure of the eelf- 

intereeted group in the discussion, The debate will most fre

quently not lead to an answer to the question debated, but it

will tend to expose the partisan group. This identification 
46

is the true purpose of the debate.

46. Phantom Public, p. 114

The validity of a rule may be tested by its violation and 

public justification for suoh violation. Thia ia the only way 

in which an appeal for public judgment may be asked. So long 

as the rule works smoothly, the public is not interested. If, 

however, a man violates the rule, or claims to have acted under 

a new rule which is better than the old one, there must be a 

decision between the two rules. The test applied in a case of 

this sort is the test of assent. The public, working through 

an individual, will first ask the aggressor why he did not seek 

the conaent of those concerned before he violated the rule. If 

he acted in a orisie, the public ie satisfied, for the old rule 

has not been abandoned, nor proven defective in ordinary cir

cumstances, If, however, it is shown that the violator did 

have time to seek assent, that ho made a choice between the old 

rule and a new one and deliberately chose the new one because 

he thought it was better, the public must intervene to estab- 

list the validity of the new rule or to reinstate the old.

When assent is lacking, there is either open protest or a lack



of conformity to the new rule. A new rule, whioh is workable, 

ana which has assent, will not provoke protest or general 

disobedience.

The public does not intervene unless there 1b wholesale 

disobedience, or unless large numbers are involved. But where 

there are large numbers involved, where the protest is made on 

behalf of large numbers, the public must act. The first fact 

that the public must establish is the authenticity of the pro

test. A decision must be made as to whether or not the spokes

man is authorized. One way of ascertaining the authorization 

is, of course, through election. The teat of assent by large 

bodies of men is simply that their authorized spokesmen must 

have agreed.

The test of conformity is closely related to the test of

I assent. If the members cf the publio evade the rule, it is 
]♦
' evidence of criticism, or evidence that crltioism will soon 

follow. Perhaps thia should be stated in another way. If 

there is open crltioism of a rule, a custom, a law, an insti

tution, there will be evasion of that rule. Crltioism is al

ways an inaice.tion that the law is defective. While the pub

lic cannot determine the exact defect in the rule, it can, by 

the tests cf conformity and assent, determine that there is a 

defect. The next Btep io to seek out the agencies moat capa

ble and likely to remedy the defect.

In discussing the next test, that of inquiry, Lippmann



divides the mass into the Ins and the Outs. The random col

lection of bystanders, say3 Lippmann, cannot interfere in all 

the problems of the day. There ia a sort of professional pub

lic, the Ins, made up of more or less eminent persons. If 

settlements are made more or less continually, the Ins have the 

confidence of the public and the outsiders are arrayed behind 

the dominant leaders. If, hov/ever, the interested parties can

not agree, and a split oocure among the insiders, the publio 

will support the dissenters, the Outs. The difference between 

the Ins and the Outs may be more or less significant—the 

Ins may tend toward collectivism, the Outs toward individual

ism) the Ins may have favored certain agricultural interests, 

the Outs, certain Industrial interests. The Ins, after a term 

of power become so committed to certain policies and so entangled 

with interests connected with these policies that they are pow

erless to oheck the movement of the interest with whioh they 

are aligned. It i9 time, then, for the dissenters, the Outs, C 
to intervene. The test of whether the Ins are handling affairs 

effectively is the presence or absence of disturbance.

The tests of assent and of conformity will determine when 

there is a need for reform. The only way the publio can choose 

between the Ins and the Outs ie to depend., upon cumulative 

judgment as to whether problems are being solved or aggravated. 

However, wholesale judgments are not to be depended upon for 

final action. They must be broken up into more "retail" judg

ments. The people must locate by clear and objective teste the



actor in a controversy who should be given support* /

The only test applicable in so locating this deserving ac

tor, is the teat of inquiry. The party who is willing to sub

mit hie claim to inquiry ie generally adjudged to be the most 

sincere, most confident in his stand, most willing to risk his 

platform for the good of the people. If the parties to a 

dispute are willing to submit to an inquiry, there is some 

prospect of a settlement. Failing settlement, there is a 

ohance for clarification of the point at issue, and failing 

clarification, there is the possibility that the most arbitrary 

of the disputants will be identified.

But, if all the parties submit to inquiry, the test of 

inquiry is valueless. The only thing which is accomplished ia 

that the disputants may be identified. Other tests must be ap

plied to ascertain whether the new rule ie workable* These 

tests must ascertain whether the rule provides for its own clari

fication, whether or not it provides for amendment by consent,

and whether or not it provides that due notice shall be given 
47before amendment is made.

47. Ibid., pp. 114—140

Summing up, Lippmann says: "The real value of debate is 

to make identification of the partisans possible. A problem 

exists where a rule of action 1b defective, and itB defective

ness can best be judged by the public through the test of assent 

and the test of conformity. For remedies, normally, I have as

sumed that the public must turn to the Outs as against the Ine,
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although these wholesale judgments may be refined by more ana

lytical teste for specific issues. As samples for these more 

analytical teets I have suggested the test of inquiry for con

fused controversies, and for reforms, the test of interpreta- 
,48tion, of amendment, of due notice.*

43. Ibid.. p. 140

Lippmann does not claim that these tests are infallible, 

nor that they may not be improved upon. He doee,suggest, how

ever that where the members of a public cannot use tests of 

this sort to guide them, the wisest course for them ie not to 

act. The existence of a usable teat is itself the test of 

whether the public ought to intervene.

There are certain principles underlying the tests proposed 

by Lippmann. Briefly, these are:

1. Executive action is not for the public.

3. The intrinsic merits of the question are not for the 
publio.

3. The anticipation, the analysis, and the solution of 
a question are not for the public.

4. The apeciflo, technical, intimate oriteria required 
in the handling of a question are not for the 
public.

5. What is left for the public is a judgment as to whether 
the actors in the controversy are following a 
settled rule of behavior or their own arbitrary 
desires.

6. This judgment is dependent upon the discovery of



criteria by which reasonable behavior, conduct which 
follows a settled course, way be distinguished from 
arbitrary behavior.49

49. Ibid.. pp. 144-145
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Conclusion

It le difficult to find outstanding contributions of any 

one writer in a subject on which so many authorities write and 

which is conoeded to be one of the most important subjects of 

the day# So far as I have been able to ascertain, Lippmann 

is the first writer to make uee of the concept of stereotypes 

in his definition of public opinion# The triangular relation

ship which he finds exists between the scene of action, the 

human pioture of the scene, and the response to the picture 

working itself out upon the scene of action is dearly a 

Lippmann concept. Others concede the value of the concept and 

make use of it, but it is to Walter Lippmann that all writers 

give credit#

Lippmann is convinced that there is not one public, but 

many publics, each interested in its own problems, and while 

the members of the different publics may be the same individuals, 

each public seems to be concerned only with its problems. He 

builds up the personnel of his pu'olios in rather a unique man

ner# To him anyone who is seeking to learn from the public, who 

proposes to the members plane to employ, in their most produc

tive and harmonious form, the energies of man, is a member. The 

public ie made up of those whose interest in any question leads 

them to align themselves on the side of any of the main actors.

He does not concede the existence of a "collective mind." A 

public’s will is made up of many wills, and when a public speaks, 

it speaks through some person. He conoeivea publio opinion to

a



be, then, the voice of the interested spectators of action 

transmitted through some person.

He emphasizes the fact that public opinion is not sponta

neously formed within the group, that it must be directed, edu

cated, before it is capable of use. He sees, in the formation 

of opinion, the part played by the dual aspect of human nature. 

Interest is at the basis of opinion, and the self which is in 

the ascendancy when the question is being discussed is the 

self which is or is not influenced. The making of one general 

will out of a multitude of individual wills consists essentially 

in the use of symbols which assemble emotions after they have 

been detached fi*om their ideals. The change is brought about 

by leaders who have access to the instruments of public

opinion.

The function of public opinion is to intervene in a cri

sis. It is not a directing force, nor is it a creating force. 

It simply offers a solution in a conflict by aligning men in 

such a way as to baok the leaders most capable of effecting a 

settlement of difficulties. Publio opinion does not make the 

law. It approves or disapproves the advocates of the law and 

so affirms or denies its worth. The publio is not a dispenser 

of law and morals. It Is a reserve force that may be called 

into play during the poor functioning of existing laws or 

morals. In order that publio opinion may function properly, 

it must be given to the instruments through which it works in

*3



an organized fora, not left to be organized by such instruments. 

It must, in other words, be organized for the press instead of 

by- the press.

There should be an Independent, expert organization which 

is capable of making unseen facts known to those who must de

cide the issue. Besides the experts to organize public opinion, 

Lippmann suggests that there should also be experts to direct 

the force whioh public opinion wields. The business of the 

public, then, is to decide whether the actors are following 

certain established rules, whether an existing rule of action 

is defeotive, and if so, who is best suited to remedy the defeot

The public must have certain objective tests to guide it 

in making decisions. The tests of assent, oonformity, and 

inquiry may be applied. A rule is considered defective when the 

majority of the people no longer assent or conform to it. Per

sona beet suited to remedy a defective rule are those who are 

willing to submit to an impartial inquiry into the facts and 

who will abide by the results of an inquiry which provides for 

self-clarification, amendment, and due notice of change. In 

most cases the Outs are supported against the Ins.

It is possible, indeed highly probable, that another stu

dent, or other students, will find additional contributions 

made by Walter Lippmann, or they may not agree that the phases 

which have been discussed are the phases of most value to an 

understanding of the subject of public opinion. It has been



my purpose to isolate, so far as isolation is possible, those 

ideas which seem to oe peculiarly Lippmann’s, those ideas which 

are most frequently quoted by other writers in the field. Cer

tainly, to me, the outstanding contributions of Walter Lippmann 

to an understanding of the subject of public opinion are:

(l) Stereotypes, the pictures in our heads, form the basis 

for the formation of opinions, (2) Opinions should be organ

ized for the press by experts and the weight, cr force, which 

opinions are to exert should be controlled by experts. (3)

It is the function of public opinion to operate only in a 

crisis and to operate by aligning the public on the particular 

question, behind the actors. (4) Objective teste, to ascertain 

whether or not the situation justifies public intervention, 

should be applied.

If we, as students, might incorporate these ideas into our 

concept of public opinion, it seems to me that we should have 

something on which to build, some point of departure, and that 

we might better understand the working of public opinion and 

the force which it has, or which it may have, in public 

affairs.
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