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WALTER LIPPMANN

From The Phantom Public

Whalter Lippmann was a prominent American journalist who wrote during

the first half of the twentieth century. In his much-read book on public
" opinion, The Phantom Public, Lippmann took a hard and realistic look
at the role played by the American people in government decision-making.
His conclusions were startlingly critical, He portrayed citizens as relatively
o, uninformed, often disinterested, and wusually haphazard in their views.
Opinions emerge only in time of crisis, and then fade quickly. Many people
do not participate at all. Lippmann extended his harsh judgment to political
leaders who skillfully manipulate public opinion. To soften his criticisms,
Lippmann pointed to what he believed to be the fallacy behind public
opinion: “It is bad for a fat man to try to be a ballet dancer.” To expect
more of the public, Lippmann felt, was an unrealistic and self-defeating
illusion.

. THE PRIVATE CITIZEN today has come to feel rather like 2
deaf spectator in the back row, who ought to keep his mind on the
mystery off there, but cannot quite manage to keep awake. He knows he
issomehow affected by what is going on. Rules and regulations continually,
tégxes annually and wars occasionally remind him that he is being swept
ilong by great drifts of circumstance.

Yet these public affairs are in no convincing way his affairs. They are
ot the most part invisible. They are managed, if they are managed at all,
atidistant centers, from behind the scenes, by unnamed powers. As z
private person he does not know for certain what is going on, or who
oing it, or where he is being carried. No newspaper reports his
fronment so that he can grasp it; no school has taught him how to
agine it; his ideals, often, do not fit with it; lstening to speeches,
ttering opinions and voting do not, he finds, enable him to govern it.
e fives in a world which he cannot see, does not understand and is
able to direct.

In the cold light of experience he knows that his sovereignty is a
ction, He reigns in theory, but in fact he does not govern. . . .

There is then nothing particularly new in the disenchantment which
‘private citizen expresses by not voting at all, by voting only for the
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audiences, circulations, followings, contentment or discontent. The spe-
cific opinion may lead to a decision to act within the area where a man
has personal jurisdiction, that is, within the limits set by law and custom,
- bis personal power and his personal desire. But general opinions lead only
- to some sert of expression, such as voting, and do not result in executive
. acts except in codperation with the general opinions of large numbers of
other persons.

Since the general opinions of large numbers of persons are almost
“eettain to be a vague and confusing medley, action cannot be taken untl
+ these opinions have been factored down, canalized, compressed and made
uniform. . . . The making of one general will out of a multitude of general
wishes .. . consists essentially in the use of symbols which assemble emo-

- tions after they have been detached from their ideas. Because feelings are

much less specific than ideas, and yet more poignant, the leader is able

-0 make 2 homogenecus will out of a heterogencous mass of desires. The

process, therefore, by which general opinions are brought to cooperation

consists of an intensification of feeling and a degradation of significance.

Before a mass of general opinions can eventuate in executive action, the

cheice is narrowed down to a few alternatives. The victorious alterna-

tive is executed not by the mass but by individuals in control of its ener

head of the ticket, by staying away from the p'rimaries,‘by not reafng
speeches and docaments, by the whole list of sins of omisston for w ic
he is denounced. I shall not denounce him furthe-r. My ‘sympat.hxes afle;
with him, for | believe that he has been saddled with an 1m90531bie taslf _
and that he is asked to practice an unattainable ideal. 1 ﬂnd it so mgse
for, althoagh public business is my main interest an.d I give most of my
time to watching it, [ cannot find time to do whlat 1s.expected of m;: in .
the theory of democracy; that is, to know Wbat is going on and to alx;e :
an opinion worth expressing on every question which con.’c“rt:};nt:cs1 a ;:m; :
governing community. And 1 have not happened ta meet anybody, :
2 President of the United States to a professor of ?olmcai science, W 0.‘
came anywhere near to embodying the accepted ideal of the sovereign
1 etent citizen. . . -
e [?F:lc?;;’?ﬁiories} assurne that either the voters are_inilerently compe:§
rent to direct the course of affairs or that they are making progress tgwar
such an ideal I think it is a false ideal. I do not mean an unclles‘m%)i;
ideal. I mean an unattainable ideal, bad only in the sense that it is ba
for a fat man to try to be a ballet dancer. An iéeal_ should express the::
true possibilities of its subject. When it does not it perverss .the- true
possibilities. The ideal of the omnicompetent, sovereign c_1t1‘zen'1sl, 1Z.my
opinion, sucha £alse ideal. It is unattainable. The pursu}t of it is misleading
"The fajlure to achieve it has produced the current dlsencha‘ntmcr%t. _
The individual man does not have opinions on all public affaiss. H.
does not know how to direct public affairs. He does not know_wha_.tl
happening, why it is happening, what ought to happen. I cannot gagn_’i.
how he could know, and there is not the least reason for th%n ngé
mystical democrats have thought, that the comp(_)undmg _of n_zchv; ué,
ignorances in masses of people can produce a continuous directing. ?r
i ic affairs. . . . R
" p’;’ztcneed inthe Great Society not only for ;}u‘;licity but for uninter
rupted publicity is indisputable. But we shall nnsur_xde;stand the n%e_l
seriously if we imagine that the purpose of the pubhcat.mn. can };ossg h
be the informing of every voter. We live at th{.a mere beginnings o publ
accounting. Yet the facts far exceed our curiosisy. . . . A few executt
here and there . . . read them. The rest of us ignore them for the god
and sufficient reason that we have other things to c.io. cen o
Specific opinions give rise to imme.diate executive acts; to t;ke 3.10
to do a particular piece of work, to hire or fire, to buy or sell, Gto. _
here or go there, to accept or refuse, to comz_nan_d or f)bey. ?;.c{
opinions give rise to delegared, indirect,' s.yx’nbohc, mt_anglble_resul :
a vote, to a resolution, to applause, to criticism, to praise or,dispralse. .

.. We must assume, then, that the members of 2 public will not
~possess an insider’s knowledge of events or share his point of view. They
cannot, therefore, construe intent, or appraise the exact circumstances,
enter intimately into the minds of the actors or into the details of the
rgument. They can watch only for coarse signs indicating where their
ympathies ought to turn.

. We must assume that the members of a public will not anticipate a
oroblern. much before its crisis has become obvious, nor stay with the
roblem long after its crisis is past. They will not know the antecedent
vents, will not have seen the issue as it developed, will not have thought
it or willed a program, and will not be able to predict the consequences
facting on that program. We must assume as a theoretically fixed premise
popular government that normally men as members of a public will

ot be well informed, continuously interested, nonpartisan, creative or

xecutive, We must-assume that a public is inexpert in its curiosity, inter-

hittent, that it discerns only gross distinctions, is slow to be aroused and

uickly diverted; that, since it acts by aligning itself, it personalizes what-

ver it considers, and is interested only when events have been melodrarra-

tized as 2 conflict.

The public will arrive in the middle of the third act and will leave
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before the last curtain, having stayed just long enough perhaps o decide
who is the hero and who the villain of the piece. Yet usually that judgment -
will necessarily be made apart from the intrinsic merits, on the basis of
2 sample of behavior, an aspect of a situation, by very rough external
evidence. . . .

... The ideal of public opinion is to align men during the crisis of
a problem in such a way as to favor the action of those individuals who
may be able to compose the crisis. The power to discern those individuals
is the end of the effort to educate public opinion. . .. :

Public opinion, in this theory, is a reserve of force brought into action
during a crisis in public affairs. Though it is itself an irrational force;
under favorable institutions, sound leadership and decent training the’
powes of public opinion might be placed at the disposal of those who
stood for workable law as against brute assertion. In this theory, public:
opinion does not make the law. But by canceling lawless power it may
establish the condition under which law can be made. It does not reaso

':jmd b‘)_f consent. The burden of carrying on the work of the world, of
mventing, creating, executing, of attempting justice, formulating laws ,and
_mor?l codes, of dealing with the technic and the substance, lies not upon
pubixc opinion and not upon government but on those who are responsibly
:concerned as agents in the affair. Where problems arise, the ideal is a
settlement by the particular interests involved. They alone know what
the _troubie really is. No decision by public officials or by commuters
.readmg headlines in the train can usually and in the long run be so good
’as settl‘ement by comnsent among the parties at interest. No moral code
no political theory can usually and in the long run be imposed from thv;
‘heights of public opinion, which will fit a case so well as direct agreement
. ached where arbitrary power has been disarmed.

.Iz is the function of public opinion to check the use of force in a
is1s, 50 that men, driven to make terms, may live and let live.

investigate, invent, persuade, bazgain ot settle. But, by holding the aggres 56
sive party in check, it may liberate intelligence. Public opinion in i
highest ideal will defend those who are prepared to act on their reaso V. O. KEY

against the interrupting force of those whe merely assert their will

That, [ think, is the utmost that public opinion can effectively d
With the substance of the problem it can do nothing usually but meddle
ignorantly or tyranaically. . . .

For when public opinion attempts to govern directly it is either:
failure or a tyranny. It is not able to master the problem intellectually, o
to deal with it except by wholesale impact. The theory of dernocracy hia
not recognized this truth because it has identified the functioningdf
government with the will of the people. This is a fiction. The intricate
business of framing laws and of administering them through several
dred thousand public officials is in no sense the act of the voters nor
translation of their will . . . ;

Therefore, instead of describing government as an expression of 4
people’s will, it would seem better to say that government consists o
body of officials, some elected, some appointed, who handle professionall
and in the fizst instance, problems which come to public opinion spasmodi’
cally and on appeal. Where the parties directly responsible do not wa
out an adjustment, public officials intervene. When the officials fail, pub
opinion s brought to bear on the issue. ...

This, then, is the ideal of public action which our inquiry sugges
Those who happen in any question to constitute the public should attemp!
only to create an equilibrium in which settlements can be reached direc

From Public Opinion and American Democracy

Proﬁ:s:mr V. O. Key was a pioneer in the study of many facets of modern
./if.nencarf politics, including elections, political parties, and public opinion

-His detailed study of public opinion attempted to explain the relatiomhi;;
beiweefz t.he people’s opinions and the political leadership’s opinions. Key’s
analysis is complicated but clear in its recognition of both elite and mass
nfluence. A particularly useful concept is Key’s “opinion dike.” He believed
that the public’s opinion keeps leaders from stuaping too far outside the
parameters acceptable to the people in the making of policy. Most important

Key lifted the blame for “indecision, decay, and disaster” from the shoulder;
of the public onto the leadership stratum where, he alleged, it really belongs.

. THE EXPLORATION of public attitudes is a pursuit of endless
fascnllatzon-—and frustration. Depiction of the distribution of opinions
thin the public, identification of the qualities of opinion, isolation of
the odd and of the obvious correlates of opinion, and asce;:cainment of
e modes of opinion formation are pursuits that excite human curiosity
f.:tht?se endeavors are bootless unless the findings about the preferencesl
pirations, and prejudices of the public can be connected with the Work:
gsof the governmental system. The nature of that connection has been




