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Book Review:  Public Opinion, by Walter Lippmann
About Walter Lippmann
Walter Lippmann was interested in psychology of politics, and wrote this book when he was 32 yrs old.  Before writing this book, he studied at Harvard University and later moved into journalism, which he continued throughout most of his life.  He was active politically starting in his college years, and he served in President Woodrow Wilson’s 2nd term as an assistant to Newton Baker, Wilson’s Secretary of War.  Lippmann helped in the drafting of the Fourteen Points Peace Programme, one of Wilson’s largest accomplishments while in office.  Lippmann continued to write political books and newspaper columns after writing Public Opinion in 1922.
Purpose of the Book
Lippmann wrote about creating true democracy in a modern and complex society.  He wanted to advance the state of political science, since books of the time dealt mainly with how political decisions were made.  Lippmann was interested in democratic society- how the average citizen made judgments based on the facts they were presented.  He saw that the old concept of democracy, where the average citizen had spontaneous intuition about making policy, didn’t hold true anymore.  He sees public opinion, controlled by forces such as government persuasion, as the mover of modern democracy.  Public Opinion has become essential to having a modern understanding of democratic politics.
Lippmann’s Theories and Arguments
Below are some of the main points that Lippmann outlines in his book.  Lippmann’s introduction explains that the real world is a complex phenomenon- and people act based on illusions of the real world (pictures in our head).  Often these illusions are paintings based on old news or simplifications for easier understanding, and have some resemblance to the real world.  He states an example from the World War I era, where French, German and English citizens can live in harmony on an island if they’re unaware of conflict in Europe (WWI).  Their construct of reality is a pre-war image of the state of Europe, and are unaffected by the conflict since they are cut off from the information flow.  Lippmann uses this example as a way of illustrating how individuals make decisions from alternate personal realities in their mind, which is a distinct and separate reality from the world’s true reality.
1. Approaches to the World Outside

Lippmann explains that we spend very little time each day learning of our unseen environment through activities such as reading newspapers.  We also use propaganda – the controlled editing of the unseen environment to cause a behavior or reaction – to achieve an alternate popular opinion to those not directly involved in the events being described.  This was done in World War I to help control French public morale- by telling the public of a different reality than what occurred on the battlefield, so that the French public would keep their hopes up.  Lippmann describes this in the following quote:
“Thus the environment with which our public opinions deal is refracted in many ways, by censorship and privacy at the source, by physical and social barriers at the other end, by scanty attention, by the poverty of language, by distraction, by unconscious constellations of feeling, by wear and tear, violence, monotony.  These limitations upon our access to that environment combine with the obscurity and complexity of the facts themselves to thwart clearness and justice of perception, to substitute misleading fictions for workable ideas, and to deprive us of adequate checks upon those who consciously strive to mislead.”

2. Stereotypes
Stereotypes help give us security in an unfamiliar world, and allow us to project our values on our view of the world.  This makes for a biased view of the world with partial truths.  When stereotyping, we typically define new things before we see them, not vice versa.  This makes us fill in an incomplete picture of reality with our own beliefs and attitudes.  As humans, we look for recognizable objects and project our beliefs on those objects to fill in a complete picture.
We stereotype to save effort in decoding our realities.  Also, stereotyping is a human defense mechanism that allows us to preserve our view of the universe, as it is our nature to cling to the past and avoid change.  It also allows us to be more efficient in life since we don’t have to stop and think.
3. Interests / The Making of a Common Will
Lippmann describes the making of a common will, where the government uses persuasion to create consent from the public.  In traditional democracy, human affairs are solved by spontaneous impulses from the public individual, but in today’s modern and complex world human affairs aren’t solved by spontaneous thoughts from our hearts anymore.  Lippmann argues that our original conception of democracy doesn’t apply anymore, and that the real ‘mover’ of democracy is now public opinion and persuasion.
4. The Image of Democracy
Democracy can work properly only if truths can be passed on to citizens without stereotype or prejudice involved, as they alter decision making.  Lippmann speaks of democracy working because of patronage and privilege.  The following quote explains through example his thoughts:  
“There are but two other alternatives.  One is government by terror and obedience, the other is government based on such a highly developed system of information, analysis and self-consciousness that ‘the knowledge of national circumstances and reasons of state’ is evident to all men.”  He continues by saying “…the degree to which the material for a common consciousness exists, determines how far cooperation will depend upon force, or upon the milder alternative to force, which is patronage and privilege.  The secret of great state builders, like Alexander Hamilton, is that they know how to calculate these principles.”

There is no way to have all men of a democracy thoroughly informed about everything relating to the government.  Society needs a trained group of people who make it their job to learn of the events and inform the public as necessary, painting realistic pictures of the events.

5. Newspapers
Newspapers help construct a ‘pseudo-environment’ that we can experience second hand from the interpretations of those who experienced directly.  By nature this is a biased opinion, as it is written by others with their own stereotypes and prejudices.  However the function of the media is to expose events- even though they don’t necessarily reveal the truth about them.  Lippmann states that the press is a light that will uncover certain aspects of the truth, but not everything.  It is a good way of exposing events, but it doesn’t by itself serve as the source by which we can govern.

Lippmann concludes by saying that the primary defect of democracy is due to the “failure of self-governing people to transcend their casual experience and their prejudice, by inventing, creating, and organizing a machinery of knowledge.”  In order to have a true democracy function in a complex and modern society, the average citizen needs to be informed completely and know a reality without stereotype or prejudice.  This knowledge of the events by which his government makes decisions allows the average democratic citizen to be involved and play the proper role in the democracy as a decision maker.
My Take on Lippmann’s Theories
I enjoyed reading Public Opinion, since it opened my eyes to the structure of the modern democracy that I live and partake in.  The traditional democracy outlined in classic literature is quite different than the modern United States, and other modern and complex democracies.  Lippmann seems to have insight is determining what features of traditional democracy still exist, and which do not.  His ideas hinge on the idea of an ‘informed average citizen’, which is necessary for democracy to work properly.
I agree that the degree to which democracy is successful depends on the quality of the information that the average citizen is given.  It is a very difficult task to get truthful, unbiased (lacking stereotypes and prejudices) information out to the public.  It is also a difficult task to get the public to give the amount of attention needed to be well informed.  Both of these tasks are essential and necessary for a democracy or ‘rule by the people’ to be effective.

Lippmann leaves me wondering how we can better create a machine that will inform the public better with unbiased, truthful information.  The media is helpful- we would be in much more trouble without the news and newspapers.  However, how could this be improved?  How could we get the general population to care enough to spend the amount of time needed to be better informed?  I’m left wondering how we might accomplish these tasks, and how much benefit it would be for the United States to do this.  Certainly the public would be better informed of what their government is doing, which is important in a democracy.  Would our government officials act differently?  I think in a sense we elect our government officials and expect them to do the worrying for us.  We expect them to spend their day becoming better informed on our true reality and making good decisions- we just want to hear about the major events on the 10:00 news when we do our ‘15 minutes’ per day of updating ourselves on what’s happening in the world.
