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_}1d b)j' consent. The burden of carrying on the work of the wozld, of
nventing, creating, executing, of attempting justice, formulating laws and
moral codes, of dealing with the technic and the substance, lies not upon
pubﬁc opinion and not upon government but on: those who are responsibly
c..c.:ncerned as agents in the affair. Where problems arise, the ideal is a
settlement by the particular interests involved, They alone know what
1.1.6 trouble really is. No decision by public officials or by commuters
teading headlines in the train can usually and in the long run be so good
aseitlement by consent among the parties at interest. No moral code

no"'poiitical theory can usually and in the long run be imposed from th{;

fieights of public opinion, which will fit a case so well as direct agreement

ached where arbitrary power has been disarmed.

It is the function of public opinion to check the use of force in a

sis, so that men, driven to make terms, may live and let live.

before the last curtain, having stayed just long enough perhaps to decid
who is the hero and who the villain of the piece. Yet usually that judgmei
will necessarily be made apart from the intrinsic merits, on the basis @
a sample of behavior, an aspect of a situation, by very rough externa
evidence. . . . :
... The ideal of public opinion is to align men during the crisis‘
a problem in such a way as to favor the action of those individuals wh
may be able to compose the crisis. The power to discern those individual
is the end of the effort to educate public opinion. .. . :
Public opinion, in this theory, is a reserve of force brought into actt
during a crisis in public affairs. Though it is itself an irrational fortt
under favorable institutions, sound leadership and decent training th
power of public opinion might be placed at the disposal of those wh
stood for workable law as against brute assestion. In this theory, publi
opinion does not make the law, But by canceling lawless power it-m3
establish the condition under which law can be made. It does not reaso
investigate, invent, persuade, bargain or settle. But, by holding the aggx
sive party in check, it may liberate intelligence. Public opinion in
highest ideal will defend those who are prepared to act on their reaso
against the interrupting force of those who merely assert their will
That, 1 think, is the utmost that public opinion can effectively d
With the substance of the problem it can do nothing usuaily but med;
ignorantly or tyrannically. . . . iy
For when public opinion attempts to govern directly it is eithet
failure or a tyranny. It is not able to master the problem intellectually, 1
to deal with it except by wholesale impact. The theory of democracy. '
not recognized this truth because it has identified the functionin
government wich the will of the people. This is a ficron. The intric
business of framing laws and of administering them through several his
dred thousand public officials is in no sense the act of the voters.no!
translation of their will. . .. ' :
Therefore, instead of describing government as an expression ©
people’s will, it would seem better to say that government consists
body of officials, some elected, some appointed, who handle professionally
and in the first instance, problems which come to public opinion spasmo
cally and on appeal. Where the parties direcily responsible do notwo
out an adjustment, public officials incervene. When the officials fail, pu
opinion is brought to bear on the issue. . . :
This, then, is the ideal of public action which our Inquiry sugg
Those who happen in any question to constitute the public should attel
only to create an equilibrinm in which settlements can be reached di
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From Public Opinion and American Demecracy

r(y"es?or V. Q. Key was a pioneer in the study of many facets of modern
metican politics, including elections, pelitical parties, and public opinion.
«His. detailed study of public opinion attempted o explain the relationship
etween the people’s opinions and the political leadership’s opinions. Key’
nalysis is complicated but clear in its vecognition of both elite and mass
ufluence. A particularly usefisl concept is Key’s “opinion dike.” He believed
at the public’s opinion keeps leaders from straying too far outside the
rameters acceptable fo the people in the making of policy. Most important,
ey lifted the blame for “indecision, decay, and disaster” from the shouider;
of the public onto the leadership stratum where, he alleged, it really belongs.

' THE EXPLORATION of public attitudes is a pursuit of endless
zjraiion—mand frustration. Depiction of the distribution of opinions
hin the public, identification of the qualities of opinion, isolatdon of
odd and of the obvious corzelates of opinion, and ascertainment of
modes of opinion formation ate pursuits that excite human curiosity,
?ht?se endeavors are bootless unless the findings about the preferences

pirations, and prejudices of the public can be connected with the work—’
gs.of the governmental system. The nature of that connection has been
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0 .. - ’ - . . .
opinion. The missing piece of our puzzle is this elite element of the
opinion system. . ..

suggested by the examination of the channels by which governments:
become aware of public sentiment and the institutions through whick:
opinion finds more or less formal expression.
When all these linkages are treated, the place of public opinion in
government has still not been adequately portrayed. The problem of
opinion and governent needs to be viewed in an even broader context:
Consideration of the role of public opinion drives the observer to the
more fundamental question of how it is that democratic govemmenié
manage to operate at all. Despite endless speculation on that problem;
perplexities still exist about what critical circumstances, beliefs, outlooks;
faiths, and conditions are conducive to the maintenance of regimes undet
which public opinion is controlling, at least in principle, and is, in fact;
highly influential. . . . Though the preceding analyses did not uncover the
secret of the conditions precedent to the practice of democratic politics;
they pointed to a major piece of the puzzle that was missing as we sought
to assemble the elements that go into the construction of a democratic
regime. The significance of that missing piece may be made apparentI
an indirect manner. In an earlier day public opinion seemed to be picture
as a mysterious vapor that eranated from the undifferentiated citizenty
and in some way or another enveloped the apparatus of government t
bring it into conformity with the public will. These weird conceptions
some of which were mentioned in our introductory chapter, passed o
of style as the technique of the sample survey permitted the determination
with some accuracy, of the distribution of opinions within the population
Vast areas of ignorance remain 1o our information about people’s opinion
and aspirations; nevextheless, a far more revealing map of the grosstOpogr
phy of public opinion can now be drawn than could have been a qual
of a century ago.
Despite their power as instruments for the observation of mass opi
sampling procedures do not bring within their range elements of 1l
political systern basic for the understanding of the role of mass opini
within the system. Repeatedly, as we have sought to explain particul
distributions, movements, and qualities of mass opinion, we have had'to:
go beyond the survey data and make assumptions and estimates about
role and behavior of that thin stratum of persons referred to varioust
the political elite, the political activists, the leadership echelons, or
influentials. In the normal operation of surveys designed to obtain te
of mass senfment, so few persons fromn, this activist stratum fail into i
sample that they cannot well be differentiated, even in a static descrip
from those persons less involved politically. The data tell us almost nothi
about the dynamic relations between the upper layer of activists and

+ While the ruling classes of a democratic order are in a way invisible
-beca}lse of the vagueness of the lines defining the influentials and the
refative ease of entry to their ranks, it is plain that the modal norms and
‘standards of & democratic elite have their peculiarities. Not all persons in
Jleadership echelons have precisely the same basic beliefs; some may even
regard the peopie as a beast. Yet a fairdy high concent:atio’n prevails around
he mo.dal beliefs, even though the definition of those beliefs must be
imprecise. Pundamental is a regard for public opinion, a belief that in
ome way or another it should prevail. Even those who cynically humbu
he lp.eopla- make a great show of deference to the populace. The basi%
bctrine goes further to include a sense of trusteeship for the people
‘generally and an adherence to the basic doctrine that collective eﬂ”olits
hould be dedicated to the promotion of mass gains rather than of narrow
class advantage; elite elements tethered to narrow group interest have
0 §Iac§c for maneuver to accommodate themselves to mass aspirations
Wltimate expression of these faiths comes in the willingness to abide b-
e outcome of popular elections. The growth of leadership structurei
ith beliefs including these broad articles of faith is probably accomplished
nly over a considerable period of time, and then only under auspicious
fcumstances.
Ifan elitfa is not to monopolize power and thereby to bring an end
_.éemoqaqc practices, its rules of the game must include restraints in
he-mfplfntauon of public opinion, Dimily perceptible are rules of etiquette
126 hmxt_the kinds of appeals to public opinion that may be propert
ade, If it is assumed that the public is manipulable at the hands 03;
nscrupulous leadership (as it is under some conditions), the maintenance
f a democ.ratic order requires the inculcation in leadership elements of
! %Jz_ao against appeals that would endanger the existence of democratic
ctices. Inflarnmmation of the sentiments of a sector of the public disposed
iexert the tyranny of an intolerant majority (or munority) would be 2
ieans of destruction of a democratic order. Or by the exploitation of
ot differences and conflicts within the citizenry it may at times be
ossible to paralyze a regime as intense hatreds among classes of people
ome to dominate public affairs. Or by encouraging unrealistic expecta-
onsamong the people a clique of politicians may rise to power, 2 position
be kept by repression as disillusionment sets in. In an e};perienccd
emocracy such tactics may be “unfair” competition among members of
_e.?oiitically active class. In short, certain restraints on political competi-
ot help keep competition within tolerable limits. The observatéonpof a
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ay be a preventive of the rise of intransigent blocs of opinion managed
v those denied participation in the regularized processes of politics. In
sense, case Of access is a necessary consequence of the existence of a
omewhat fragmented stratum of political activists. . . .

This discussion in terms of leadership echelons, political activists, or
lites falls painfully on the ears of democratic romantics. The mystique
f.democracy has in it no place for ruling classes. As perhaps with all
pwerful systems of faith, it is vague on the operating details. Yet by their
ature governing systems, be they democratic or not, involve a division
fsocial labor. Once that axiom is accepted, the comprehension of demo-
ratic practices requires a search for the peculiar characteristics of the
olitical influentials in such an order, for the special conditions under
hich they work, and for the means by which the people keep them in
heck. The vagueness of the mystique of democracy is matched by the
ntricacy of its operating practices. If it is true that those who rule tend
ner or later to prove themselves enemies of the rights of man--and
e is something to be said for the validity of this proposition—then

any system that restrains that tendency however stightly can excite only
ve. .

few American political campaigns might lead one to the conclusion tha
there are no restraints on politicians as they attemnpt to humbug the people
Even so, admmonitions ever recur against arousing class against class, agains
stirring the animosities of religious groups, and against demagoguery:in
its more extreme forms. American politicians manifest considerable
straine in this regard when they are tested against the standards of behaviol
of politicians of most of those regimes that have failed in the attempt
establish or maintain democratic practices. . . .

... Certain broad structural or organizational characteristics may nee
to be maintained among the activists of a democratic order if they are
perform their functions in the system. Fundamental is the absence:
sufficient cohesion among the activists to unite them into a single gro
dedicated to the management of public affairs and public opinion. Solids
fication of the elite by definition forecloses opportunity for public choic
among alternative governing groups and also destroys the mechanism fo
the unfettered expression of public opinion or of the opinions of thi
many subpublics. . . . : :

... Competitive segments of the leadership echelons normally hav
their roots in interests or opinion blocs within society. A degree of soci:
diversity thus may be, if not a prerequisite, at least helpfisl in the constrac
tion of a leadership appropriate for a democratic regime. A series
independent social bases provide the foundations for a political elite difft
cult to bring to the state of unification that either prevents the rise:
democratic processes or converts them into sham rituals. . . .

Another characteristic may be mentioned as one that, if not a prerequ
site to government by public opinion, may profoundly affect the naty
of a democratic order. This is the distribution through the social structt
of those persons highly active in politics. By various analyses, none founde
on completely satisfactory data, we have shown that in the United Stab
the political activists—if we define the term broadly—are scatt
through the socio-economic hierarchy. The upper-income and occup
tional groups, to be sure, contribute disproportionately; nevertheless, i
viduals of high political participation aze sprinkled throughout the lesy
occupational strata. Contrast the circumstances when the highly acth
political stratum coincides with the high socioeconomic stratum. Concef
ably the winning of consent and the creation of & sense of politi
participation and of sharing in public affairs may be far simpler wh
political activists of some degree are spread through all social strata

Allied with these questions is the matter of access to the wider cirg
of political leadership and of the recruitment and indoctrination of th
political activists. Relative case of access to the arena of active poli

: Analytically it is useful to conceive of the structure of a democratic
eder as consisting of the political activists and the mass of people. Yet
this differentiation becomes deceptive unless it is kept in mund that the
er';@ocratic activists consist of people arranged along a spectrum of political
ticipation and involvement, ranging from those in the highest posts of
fficial leadership to the amateurs who become sufficiently interested to
fry to round up a few votes for their favorite in the presidential campaign.
‘1t is in the dynammics of the system, the interactions between these
trata, that the import of public opinion in democratic orders becomes
ianifest. Between the activists and the mass there exists a system of
mmunication and interplay so complex as to defy simple description;
t identification of a few rmajor features of that system may aid in our
nstruction of a general conception of demacratic processes.

Opinion Dikes

n-the interactions between democratic leadership echelons and the
izéa’s; of people some insight comes from the conception of public opinion
#'systern. of dikes which channel public action or which fix a range of
cretion within which government may act or within which debate at
cial levels may proceed. This conception avoids the error of personify-
fig:“public opinton” as an entity that exercises initiative and in some
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way functions as an operating organism to translate its purposes ing
governmental action. ,

In one of their aspects the dikes of opinion have a substantive natur
in that they define areas within which day-to-day debate about the cours
of specific action may occur. Some types of legislative proposals, give
the content of general opinion, can scarcely expect to attract seriod
attention. They depart too far from the general understandings of wha
is proper. A scheme for public ownetship of the automobile industry, fo
example, would probably be regarded as so far outside the area of legitimdl
public action that not even the industry would become greatly concerne
On the other hand, other types of questions arise within areas of wha
we have called permissive consensus. A widespread, if not a unanimou
sentiment prevails that supports action toward some general objective
such as the care of the iil or the mitigation of the economic hazards
the individual. Probably quite commeonly mass opinion of a perimiss
character tends to develop in advance of governmental action in
areas of domestic policy. That opinion grows out of public discu s
against the background of the modal aspirations and values of peo
generally. As it takes shape, the time becomes ripe for action that,
be generally acceptable or may even arouse popular acclaim for its
thors. ... :

The idea of public opinion as forming 2 system of dikes which chan
action yields a different conception of the place of public opinion tha
does the notion of a government by public opinion as one in which b
some mysterious means a referendum oceuts on very major issue. In th
former conception the articulation between government and opinio
relatively loose. Parallelism between action and opinion tends not
precise in matters of detail; it prevails rather with respect to broad purpos
And in the correlation of purpose and action time lags may occur betwe
the crystallization of a sense of mass purpose and its fulfillment in publi
action. Yer in the long run majority purpose and public action te
be brought into harmeony. . ..

The argument amounts essentially to the position that the masses
not corrupt themselves; if they are corrupt, they have been corrupted
this hypothesis has a substantial strain of validity, the critical element
the health of 2 democratic order consists in the beliefs, standards,:
competence of those who constitute the influentials, the opinion-lead
the political activists in the order. That group, as has been made:gi
refuses to define itself with great clarity in the American system
analysis after analysis points to its existence. If a democracy tends to
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From Direct Democracy

"Although the United States is a representative— republican~system of
" government, elements of direct democracy have been introduced on the state
“and local levels over time, especially in the early twentieth century during
the Progtessive era. Initiative, referendum, and recall give citizens an imsmedi-
sate.and direct voice in their government, beyond just electing officials.
 Professor Thormas Cronin explains these instruments of direct desocracy
. and cites California’s 1978 tax-cutting Proposition 13 as a leading example
of an importan statewide ballot question. Controversy swirls over the wisdom
of such exercises in direct democracy. Cronin weighs the advantages against
the potential problems of allowing voters to have a direct say in policy-
making. His conclusion is that initiative, referendurm, and recall will meither
‘destroy American government nor save it. Yet in the twengy-first century,
“with voters’ openly-expressed distrust of public officials, direct democracy
Will surely become more and more a part of the state and local political
seene.

: For ABOUT A hundred years Americans have been saying that
sting occasionally for public officials is not enough. Political reformers
dntend that more democracy is needed and that the American people
te mature enough and deserve the right to vote on critical issues facing
eirstates and the nation. During the twentieth century, American voters
iinany parts of the country have indeed won the right to write new
ws: and repeal old ones through the initiative and referendum. They
jave also thrown hundreds of state and local officials out of office in recall
ctions.

Although the framers of the Constitution deiiberately designed a
ublic, or indirect democracy, the practice of direct democracy and the
bate over its desizability are as old as English settfements in America.
ublic-debate and popular voting on issues go back to early seventeenth-
entury town assemblies and persist today in New England town meetings.



