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Introduction to the 
American Edition 

The. ballet was by Gian Carlo Menotti. It 

was performed on a Sunday at International House on the Univer¬ 

sity of Chicago campus. I had heard about it from Cris Miller, a 

doctoral candidate in English literature at the university, during our 

daily round of conversation to improve my English. In addition to 

having directed the ballet with a friend, she had agreed to sing in the 

chorus and to take a dancing role. Of course I attended the perform¬ 
ance. 

This was in the spring of 1980, when I was teaching at the 

University of Chicago for the second time as a visiting professor of 

political science. What is it that brings this ballet to mind now? The 

last thing I expected when I went to the performance was to be given 

a lesson in public opinion. Yet this is exactly what happened. At the 

same time it was more. The critic who later reviewed the perform¬ 

ance in the Chicago Maroon, the student paper, wrote that tears 

came to his eyes. I must admit that I had the same experience. But I 

would like to tell the story of the ballet, to show what I mean. 

Somewhere, possibly in Italy, there is a small town with honest 

citizens and a count and a countess of local lineage. Outside of the 

town, in a castle on a hill, lives a strange man who has the oddest 

ideas. He never ceases to give people cause for amazement; 

perhaps it would be more appropriate to say that they are partly 

amazed and partly annoyed by him, while at all times keeping their 

distance. 
One Sunday this man appears in town leading a unicorn by a 

chain. People can only shake their heads about him. A little later, 

however, the count and countess are also seen in town leading a 

unicorn by a chain. This is the signal for everyone in town to get a 

unicorn. 
Another Sunday, the strange man in the castle suddenly 

appears with a gorgon. People ask him what has become of the 

unicorn. The man tells them he was tired of the unicorn and decided 

to pepper and grill him. Everyone is shocked. But when the count 

and the countess also appear with a gorgon, shocked surprise turns 

to envy, and all at once gorgons are the rage. 
On the third Sunday, the man in the castle turns up with a 

manticore and tells the people the gorgon was slaughtered. At first 



via Introduction 

the townsfolk are scandalized. But then everything follows the 

usual course: the count and the countess secretly dispose of their 

gorgon, the townsfolk follow suit, and all at once the manticore is in 

vogue. 
Time passes; the strange man in the castle is not seen anymore. 

People are sure the manticore has been slaughtered too. The towns¬ 

people form a committee to put an end to these crimes and march 

on the castle. They enter the castle, but are brought up short by 

what they see. They find the strange man dying in the company of 

his three animals—the unicorn, the gorgon, and the manticore. The 

unicorn represents the dreams of his youth, the gorgon his middle 

age, and the manticore his old age. 
The townspeople discarded his ideas as quickly as they had 

taken them up; they were just passing whims. For the strange man 

in the castle, however, they represented the essence of his life. Gian 

Carlo Menotti titles his ballet: The Unicorn, the Gorgon, and the 

Manticore-, or. The Three Sundays of a Poet. I would like to explain 

why I think it could also have been titled “Public Opinion.” 

We all take the poet’s side. Even the Chicago Maroon critic 

wept. The poet represents our image of man as strong, indepen¬ 

dent, imaginative. And we are all familiar with the count and the 

countess—superficial trend-setters who have no ideas of their own 

but want to be leaders wherever they go. Those we despise most, 

however, are the people who go along with the crowd, first making 

fun of a person because he is different from them but then absorbing 

any new fashion and finally giving themselves the air of moral 

authority. 

This is one point of view, and it is the way strange people from 

the castle, loners, artists, and scholars have always felt. 

Now I would like to take the side of the count and the countess 

and the townspeople. I claim that in siding with the poet we deny 

our own social nature. We do not even think about the effort it takes 

for people who live in a social unit to keep a community together. 

We act as if being in possession of a common rich historical and 

cultural tradition and of institutions protected by the law did not 

require a constant effort of adjustment and even “conformity” if 

that possession is to be kept alive and if we are to remain capable of 

acting and making decisions on a community level. 

There are many indications that we do not want to recognize 

our social nature, which forces us to conform. 
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John Locke talks about the law of opinion, the law of reputa¬ 

tion, the law of fashion, which is heeded more than any divine law 

or any law of the state; this is because the individual will immedi¬ 

ately be made to suffer for any violation of the law of fashion by 

losing the sympathy and esteem of his social environment. But 

there seems to have been little interest over the course of time in 

exploring the reasons why such behavior is vital if a social commu¬ 

nity is to survive. Instead, everything connected with fashion takes 

on a negative quality: fashionable, the follies of fashion, a whim of 

fashion. Leading the unicorn, the gorgon, and the manticore on a 

chain is just a way of keeping up with fashion. 

We act as if unaware of our social nature. While the topic of 

imitation has received scholarly attention ever since the French 

sociologist Gabriel Tarde wrote of it, imitative behavior has been 

explained almost exclusively as a result of the motivation to learn: 

the transfer of experience as a way of finding the right solution for 

oneself more efficiently. This motive does, admittedly, often 

prompt imitative behavior, but the motive of not wanting to be 

isolated, to be on the fringes, seems to be much stronger. People 

“dread isolation more than error,” Tocqueville wrote when he 

wanted to explain why no one in France defended the church 

anymore toward the end of the eighteenth century. Tocqueville’s 

description of the “spiral of silence” was as precise as a botanist’s. 

Today it can be proved that even when people see plainly that 

something is wrong, they will keep quiet if public opinion (opinions 

and behavior that can be exhibited in public without fear of isola¬ 

tion) and, hence, the consensus as to what constitutes good taste 

and the morally correct opinion speaks against them. 

I side with the count and the countess because the poet’s ideas 

would never have been disseminated without them; they are the 

moderators, the opinion leaders society needs, much as journalists 

often are today. And the townspeople, the people who go along 

with the crowd—what do we know about their feelings, their 

dreams? What do we know about what they are like inside? In 

public, they don’t want to suffer isolation; not one person in ten 

thousand is callous enough not to care if the social environment 

withholds its approval, states John Locke. How could you continue 

to walk around with a unicorn if no one else were walking around 

with a unicorn anymore? Let’s try to imagine a society that consists 

strictly of loners, of strange men from the castle. A society such as 
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this, lacking either social nature or the fear of isolation, is plainly an 

impossibility. We may not feel sympathy for man’s social nature, 

but we should try to understand it so as not to be unfair to the people 

who go along with the crowd. 
This is more or less the way I tried to interpret the ballet to my 

students the following day. 
It is almost impossible to say how many ideas, insights, and 

opportunities for discussions I owe to my stays in Chicago, to the 

conversations with colleagues, students, and friends. The story of 

the ballet may serve to illustrate this too. When my students pro¬ 

tested, their comments were also instructive: They thought, for 

example, that I did not pay sufficient attention to the relationship 

between public opinion and private opinion, to what the individual 

says in public and what he says or thinks in private. There may be 

cultural distinctions here—different cultures having different ways 

of dealing with conflicts between a dominant public opinion and 

private convictions. In certain cultures, people may have an easier 

time speaking with a forked tongue; if this is so, the relationship 

between public and private opinion constitutes a serious problem 

for survey research, most particularly a problem of methodology. I 

suspect that there is a strong tendency in Germany for the indi¬ 

vidual to make the inside and the outside, publicly expressed opin¬ 

ion and private opinion, agree with each other. This frequently 

requires a great deal of self-persuasion because we are not accus¬ 

tomed to adjusting our private and public attitudes to each other on 

a purely superficial level. 

There are probably also cultural differences in our willingness 

to accept the social nature of man without a feeling of contempt. 

The Japanese, for example, do not feel that giving the views of the 

social environment their due indicates weakness, whereas most 

Germans, according to Allensbach surveys, have long been saying, 

“I don’t care what anyone else says.” Overall, however, the similar¬ 

ities in the role of public opinion at different times and in different 

places seem by far to outweigh the differences. 

Gris Miller, who directed and sang and danced in the ballet by 

Gian Carlo Menotti and is now assistant professor of English litera¬ 

ture at Pomona College in Claremont, California, edited the entire 

English translation of the book. My colleague Gordon Whiting, 

professor of communication research at Brigham Young University 

in Utah, prepared a preliminary draft of the translation while a 

visiting professor at the Institut für Publizistik of the University of 
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Mainz in West Germany, with some assistance from the three staff 

members of the English department of the Institut für Demoskopie 

Allensbach—Wolfgang Koschnick, head of the department; Mary 

Siwinski; and Maria Marzahl. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, professor 

of behavioral sciences at the University of Chicago, who is equally 

familiar with German and English, thoroughly checked and edited 

the manuscript once more, and, lastly, he and I edited the final 

version together. I do not know how to thank these friends and 

colleagues, who are so busy with their own scholarly work, for all 

they did to ensure the success of the translation. 

Chicago, Spring 1983 E.N.N. 



n 

' ’jNt» t'W) » 
.1,. 4' . 

ilrl*’Jp^. 

■ "fv !• -i, 

aüi • / i ‘ 

^ • •■ ,». * . ■ 
^ sriX)l^v 

• r *J • ■> -5^ t*% ■ T •, I ^ 

■-'jtX * 

'■’■ • * V '* t'-- 

' > .;■,’ * • ■'. ■» 

■ n -'ll •'•■ "/» 

. 'O . « t t* • •• ^ ”1 
’’* n ^ 1.. 'vvf 

"' ^ ’f I ' ‘T* 

\ *ä3[ >'•' •* ’ V'.•' »_ '.. .c, f,M' 

■*' * ■ ,. • ml».' ' •', ' 'IfOCi 
ll *. ^ 

■\ •> 

'• _ *• 

■f. 

» • >1 
« 

-^ifl 

t. 

«. 1 

/ - . 

'''7 . r 

' I«.' f . i' •“-»* \iw 

^ V' - .. - ' 

, --•■•ii v.n ;,, ^; 

lA»' , '. a *t •• • J 

' '■Ki44i' ►. 

'•■' , a *t • - •»’■M .fry 

' 'j •• le-iijl 
' • 'vy^-c.; ' 

!'■ 

. *• ’ 



/ The Hypothesis of Silence 

a' or the election eve of 1965, the second 

German television network (ZDF) came up with a new idea: an 

election party in Bonn’s Beethoven Hall. There was a stage review, 

dinner, several dance orchestras, guests sitting at long banquet 

tables—the house was packed. To the right, up front, just below the 

stage, a small podium with a blackboard had been set up. There, a 

notary public was scheduled to open two letters received two days 

before, one from the Allensbach Institute and one from EMNID— 

two competing survey research organizations. The heads of the two 

organizations would then be invited to enter their predictions about 

the outcome of the election in the grid already drawn on the 

blackboard. Over the hubbub, the noise of chairs scraping, the 

sounds of eating and drinking, I wrote on the board: “Christian 

Democratic Union / Christian Social Union 49.5%, Social Demo¬ 

cratic Party 38.5% . . At that moment a cry broke out from 

hundreds of people behind me and swelled to a thunderous roar. As 

if suddenly deafened, I completed my entries: “Free Democratic 

Party 8.0%, Other parties, 4.0%”* The hall seethed with outrage, 

and the publisher of the weekly Die Zeit, Gerd Bucerius, shouted to 

me: “Elisabeth, how can I defend you now!” 

Had my Allensbach Institute been deliberately deceiving the 

public for months, telling people that the election was neck to neck? 

Just two days earlier, Die Zeit had printed an interview with me 

under the headline “I would not be at all surprised if the Social 

Democrats won” (Leonhardt 1965). Later that same evening, as the 

official election results moved closer to the Allensbach predictions, 

a Christian Democratic politician gave television viewers to under¬ 

stand, chuckling as he did, that he, of course, had understood the 

actual situation all along but had been smart enough to keep it to 

himself—“All’s fair in love and war ...” The quotation in Die Zeit 

was accurate; I had said that. The interview, however, had lain in 

the editor’s files for more than two weeks. At the start of September 

it had looked like a dead heat. What the people assembled in the 

*The Christian Democratic Union is the more conservative of the major 

German parties. The Christian Social Union is the Christian Democrats’ sister party 

in Bavaria. The Social Democratic Party of Germany represents the left in the 

spectrum of German politics. The Free Democratic Party (or Liberals) is more 

middle-of-the-road compared to the two major parties. 
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Figure 1 

The Election Year Puzzle of 1965 
Voting intentions remained almost unchanged for many months, indicating a neck- 
and-neck race between the COL/CSU and the SPD. At the same time, however, the 
notion that the COU/CSU was going to win spread among voters. How did that come 
about? At the end we find a bandwagon effect in the direction of the expected 
winner of the election. 

Voting intention: CDU/CSU ■■■§ SPD 

Expectation: Who will win the election? 

CDU/CSU will win SPD will win 

Dec 64 Jan 65 Feb 65 Mar 65 Apr 65 May 65 Jun 65 Jul 65 Aug 65 Sept 65 

Source: Allensbach Archives, Surveys 1095, 1097, 1098, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 200A, 2005 and 2006 

Beethoven Hall got to see was what we, to our amazement, had 

seen appear on our desks in Allensbach three days before the 

election but had not been able to publish, since to have done so then 

would have appeared as a massive attempt to influence the outcome 

of the election by starting a bandwagon effect in favor of the 

Christian Democrats. What had occurred had been recognized and 

named centuries earlier, but was still not understood: the power of 

public opinion. Under its pressure, hundreds of thousands—no, 

actually millions of voters—had taken part in what was later called a 

“last minute swing.” At the last minute they had gone along with 

the crowd, swelling the Christian Democratic ranks from a position 

of equality with the other major party to what official election 

returns recorded as a lead of more than 8 percent (fig. 1).* 

K ledge lags far behind measurement 

/ Although we did not realize it in 1965, we had in our hands 

^en then the key to this dramatic change in the electorate’s inten¬ 

tions. In an article about public opinion appearing in 1968 in the 

International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, W. Phillips Davi¬ 

son, professor of communications research and journalism at Co- 

*In figs. 1-5, 11-17, and 22, CDU/CSU stands for Christian Democratic 

Union; SPD for Social Democratic Party; and FDP for Free Democratic Party 

(liberals). 
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lumbia University in New York, wrote: “Knowledge about the 

internal structure of public opinions, nevertheless, is still limited 

and lags far behind measurement” (Davison 1968, 192). That was 

exactly our situation in 1965; we had measured a lot more than we 

understood. Thus, while from December 1964 until almost the day 

of the election in September 1965, the two major parties were 

locked in a dead heat in terms of the number who intended to vote 

for them—and these figures were published regularly in the maga¬ 

zine Stern—another set of data showed steady and completely 

independent movement; the question went like this: “Of course 

nobody can know, but what do you think: who is going to win the 

election?” In December the number of those expecting the Chris¬ 

tian Democrats to win and the number expecting the Social Demo¬ 

crats to win was about even, although the Social Democrats had a 

slight edge. Then the estimates began to change direction, and the 

expectation of a Christian Democratic victory rose relentlessly 

while expectation of a Social Democratic victory decreased. By July 

1965, the Christian Democrats were well in the lead, and the 

expectation of their victory reached almost 50 percent by August. It 

was as though the measurements of how the electorate intended to 

vote and which party they expected to win had been taken on 

different planets. And then, right at the end, people jumped on the 

bandwagon. As if caught in a current, 3-4 percent of the voters were 

swept in the direction of the general expectation of who was going 

to win. 

Every piece of research begins with a puzzle 
We remained puzzled: How could expectations of who was 

going to win the election change so completely in the face of 

constant voter intentions? Not until 1972, when a federal election 

was called on short notice and there was a campaign period of only a 

few weeks—not a particularly appropriate election for our pur¬ 

poses—did we set up our survey machinery, with a specially de¬ 

signed questionnaire to gather the kinds of observations we needed. 

We had already formulated the hypothesis we were to use and had 

presented it at the International Congress of Psychology held in 

Tokyo in the summer of 1972 (Noelle-Neumann 1973). 

As it happened, the election campaign of 1972 developed just 

like that of 1965. The two major parties were neck-to-neck when 

the question of voting intention was asked; meanwhile, the expecta¬ 

tion that the Social Democratic Party was going to win grew from 

week to week like a separate, independent reality, with only one 

setback. Then, right at the end, again there was a “last minute 



4 Chapter One 

Figure 2 

The Phenomenon of 1965 Repeats Itself in 1972 
While votinq intentions remain constant—a neck-and-neck race between the CDU/CSU 
and the SPD—the climate of opinion changes: expectation of a win declines tor 
the CDU/CSU while it increases for the SPD. Finally, there is the bandwagon effect 
in the direction of the growing expectation of winning. 

Voting intention: CDU/CSU SPD QCÜ] 

Expectation: Who will win the election? 

CDU/CSU will win mb SPD will win 

swing”; people jumped on the bandwagon of the expected winner, 

this time the Social Democratic Party (fig. 2). 

The climate of opinion depends on who talks and who keeps quiet 

The hypothesis came to me out of the student unrest at the end 

of the sixties and the beginning of the seventies; I probably owe it to 

one particular student. I met her one day in the hall outside the 

lecture room and noticed that she was wearing a Christian Demo¬ 

cratic button on her jacket. 

“I didn’t know you were a Christian Democratic supporter,” I 

said to her. “Fm not,” she said, ‘T just put the button on to see what 

it’s like.” 

I met her again at noon. She was not wearing the button, and I 

asked about the change. “It was too awful,” she said. “I took if off.” 

In the context of the commotion that characterized those first 

years of the new Ostpolitik, this was understandable. Followers of 

the Social Democrats and of the Christian Democrats might be 

equal in numbers, but they were far from equal in energy, enthu¬ 

siasm, or in willingness to express and display their convictions. 

Only Social Democratic buttons and emblems appeared publicly, 

so it was no wonder that the relative strengths of the two parties 

were incorrectly assessed. A peculiar dynamic developed at this 
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point. Those who were convinced the new Ostpolitik was right 

thought their beliefs eventually would be adopted by everyone. So 

these people expressed themselves openly, and self-confidently 

defended their views. Those who rejected the Ostpolitik felt them¬ 

selves left out; they withdrew, and fell silent. 

This very restraint made the view that was receiving vocal 

support appear to be stronger than it really was and the other view 

weaker. Observations made in one context spread to another and 

encouraged people either to proclaim their views or to swallow 

them and keep quiet until, in a spiraling process, the one view 

dominated the public scene and the other disappeared from public 

awareness as its adherents became mute. This is the process that can 
be called a “spiral of silence.” 

At first, all this was merely a hypothesis. It helped explain what 

had happened in 1965. During the summer of that election year, 

support for the government peaked as public attention focused on 

the combined activities of Chancellor Ludwig Erhard and the 

Queen of England. The popular Erhard was preparing for his first 

parliamentary campaign as chancellor, and the queen was traveling 

here and there throughout Germany in the beautiful summer 

weather of that year, meeting and being greeted by Erhard over and 

over again. Television news carried the images of their encounters 

everywhere. Although there was an almost even split between voter 

preference for the Christian Democrats and for the Social Demo¬ 

crats, it was pleasant to profess attachment to the Christian Demo¬ 

cratic Union, the party in power, and this could be done easily and 

openly. The steep climb in the expectation of a Christian Demo¬ 

cratic win in the parliamentary election reflected this climate of 

opinion (fig. 1). 

Those who went along at the last minute 

In neither 1965 nor 1972 were voting intentions swept along by 

this climate. Indeed, in both years just the opposite occurred. From 

top to bottom, intentions remained almost untouched by what was 

paving the way for a change just before election day—the climate of 

opinion. This may be taken as a good sign; voting intentions do not 

twirl like weather vanes in a storm but possess considerable stabil¬ 

ity. Paul F. Lazarsfeld, the Austrian-American social psychologist 

and student of elections, once spoke of a hierarchy of stability, 

placing voting intentions right at the top as especially firm and 

subject only to slow change in response to new experiences, 
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observations, information, and opinions (Lazarsfeld et al. 1948, 

xxxvi-xxxvii). Still, in the end the climate of opinion made its effect 

felt. Twice we saw a last-minute swing in the direction of the 

climate’s pressure, and it resulted in a substantial shift: 3-4 percent 

of the votes. Lazarsfeld (1968,107-9) had already noted this “band¬ 

wagon effect” in the American presidential election of 1940. Every¬ 

one wants to be on the winning side, to belong with the winner— 

that was how the bandwagon effect was usually explained. Always 

be on the winning side? Most people are probably not so preten¬ 

tious. Unlike the elite, most people don’t expect office or power 

from a win. We are dealing with something more modest, a desire to 

avoid isolating ourselves, a desire that apparently all of us share. No 

one wants to be as isolated as the university student who wore a 

Christian Democratic badge for a whole morning, so isolated that 

neighbors look the other way when they pass you on the stairs to 

your apartment, or fellow workers move away, leaving an empty 

seat next to you. We are only beginning to observe the hundreds of 

signals that let a person know he or she is not surrounded by a warm 

glow of sympathy but by a ring of avoidance. 

Repeated questioning of the same people before and after the 

1972 election revealed to us that those who feel they are relatively 

isolated from others—we identify them in our studies by the com¬ 

ment, “I know very few people”—are the ones most likely to 

participate in a last-minute election swing. Those with weaker 

self-confidence and less interest in politics are also likely to make a 

last-minute switch. Because of their low self-esteem, few of these 

people ever think of being on the winning side or playing the 

trumpet on top of the bandwagon. “Running with the pack” better 

describes the situation of those who “go along.” Yet this situation 

applies, more or less, to all mankind. When people think others are 

turning away from them, they suffer so much that they can be 

guided or manipulated as easily by their own sensitivity as by a 
bridle. 

The fear of isolation seems to be the force that sets the spiral of 

silence in motion. To run with the pack is a relatively happy state of 

affairs; but if you can’t, because you won’t share publicly in what 

seems to be a universally acclaimed conviction, you can at least 

remain silent, as a second choice, so that others can put up with you. 

Thomas Hobbes (1969, see especially 69) wrote about the meaning 

of silence in his book. The Elements of Law, published in 1650. 

Silence, he said, can be interpreted as an indication of agreement. 
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for it is easy to say no when one disagrees. Hobbes is certainly 

wrong in saying that it is easy to say no, but he is right in supposing 

that silence can be interpreted as agreement; that is what makes it 
so tempting. 

Drawing the phenomenon into the light of day 

There are two possible ways of checking the reality, the valid¬ 

ity, of a process like that envisioned in the spiral-of-silence hypoth¬ 

esis. If something like this really exists, if this is truly the process by 

which ideologies and social movements prevail or are swept away, 

then many authors from earlier centuries must have noticed and 

commented on it. It is highly unlikely that phenomena such as these 

would have escaped the attention of sensitive and reflective men 

who, as philosophers, students of law, and historians, have written 

about human beings and their world. As I began my search through 

the writings of the great thinkers of the past, I was encouraged when 

I found a precise description of the dynamics of the spiral of silence 

in Alexis de Tocqueville’s history of the French revolution, pub¬ 

lished in 1856. Tocqueville recounts the decline of the French 

church in the middle of the eighteenth century and the manner in 

which contempt for religion became a general and reigning passion 

among the French. A major factor, he tells us, was the silence of the 

French church: “Those who retained their belief in the doctrines of 

the Church became afraid of being alone in their allegiance and, 

dreading isolation more than error, professed to share the senti¬ 

ments of the majority. So what was in reality the opinion of only a 

part... of the nation came to be regarded as the will of all and for 

this reason seemed irresistible, even to those who had given it this 

false appearance.”' 
Feeling my way back into the past, I found impressive observa¬ 

tions and remarks scattered everywhere. They included comments 

from Jean-Jacques Rousseau and David Hume, John Locke, Mar¬ 

tin Luther, Machiavelli, John Hus, and even from the writers of 

antiquity. The topic never constituted a major theme; it was more 

often in the form of a marginal comment. My search was like a 

paper chase, but the reality of the spiral of silence became more and 

more firmly established. 
A second way of testing the legitimacy of a hypothesis is to 

investigate it empirically. If a phenomenon such as the spiral of 

1. Tocqueville 1952, 207; English: 1955, 155. Author’s translation in part. 
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silence exists, it must be measurable. At least that should be the 

case today; after more than fifty years of testing instruments for use 

in representative survey research, a social-psychological phe¬ 

nomenon of this kind should no longer be able to escape observa¬ 

tion. The following chapter describes the kinds of instruments we 

developed in order to bring the spiral of silence into the cold light of 

day. 

2 Testing with 
Survey Research Instruments 

Tht word “instrument” may suggest 

some visible apparatus, whether a tiny machine or a mammoth 

piece of engineering such as a radio telescope. Still, what appears in 

a questionnaire and is presented in an interview as a set of questions 

is an instrument for observation—even if it looks like a game. The 

reactions of a representative cross-section of people to such ques¬ 

tions reveal the existence of motives and modes of behavior, the 

very things which must provide the groundwork for a process like 

the spiral of silence. Hypothesizing such a process entails the claim 

that people observe their social environment; that they are alert to 

the thinking of those about them and are aware of changing trends; 

that they register which opinions are gaining ground and which will 

become dominant. Can we prove this claim? 

“How should I know?” 

In January 1971, Allensbach surveys began to come to grips 

with the spiral of silence. The first series of questions contained 

three queries which ran: 

A question about the DDR (East Germany): If you had to 
make the decision, would you say that the Federal Republic 
should recognize the DDR as a second German state, or 
should the Federal Republic not recognize it? 

Now, regardless for the moment of your own opinion, 
what do you think: are most of the people in the Federal 
Republic for or against recognizing the DDR? 
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What do you think will happen in the future: what will 
people’s views be like in a year’s time? Will more people or 
fewer people favor the recognition of the DDR then than favor 
it now? 

“Now, regardless for the moment of your own opinion, what do you 
think: are most of the people for or against . . —“What do you 
think will happen in the future: what will people’s views be like in a 
year’s time?” It might well have happened that most people would 
have responded to such questions with “How should I know ‘what 
most people think,’ ‘what’s going to happen in the future’? I’m no 
prophet!” But that was not the way people answered. As though it 
were the most natural thing in the world, 80-90 percent of the 
people in a representative cross-section of the population over 
sixteen years of age offered their assessment of the opinions held by 
the people around them (table 1). 

People’s views about the future are somewhat less certain, but 
even questions concerning the future of an opinion do not meet with 
blank looks. In January of 1971, a full three-fifths expressed their 
estimate as to how opinion concerning recognition of the DDR 
would develop, and the estimates were quite clear; 45 percent 
expected more support, and only 16 percent expected less support 
(table 2). The results are reminiscent of the observations of 1965. 
The question “What do you think: who will win the election?” was 
not answered “How in the world should I know?” by the vast 
majority of respondents—although in view of the poll figures, 
which month after month indicated that we had a real horse race, 
that might have been a very reasonable response. No, at that time 
expectations were voiced more and more clearly, and not without 
effect, as the shift of voters at the last moment showed. Carrying 
over the observations of 1965-71, we would be led to expect a spiral 
of silence operating in favor of the eventual recognition of the 

DDR. 

A new human ability discovered: perceiving the climate of opinion 
Let us stay for the moment with our initial exploratory probes 

and see the extent to which they confirm the hypothesis of a spiral of 
silence. After the first attempt in January 1971, numerous sets of 
questions followed. Just as in 1965, they consistently confirmed the 
people’s apparent ability to perceive something about majority and 
minority opinions, to sense the frequency distribution of pro and 
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Table 1. Environmental observation of the climate of opinion 

Most people are willing to express an opinion about which side of a disputed 
issue the majority of the population is on. From among about 50 tests 
conducted on the basis of representative samples with either 1,000 or 2,000 
respondents between 1971 and 1979, table 1 gives twelve examples. The 
text of the question for the first of these ran: “Now, regardless of your own 
opinion, what do you think; Are most of the people in the Federal Republic 
for or against recognizing the DDR (East Germany)?” The other questions 
were formulated analogously. 

Issues 

Percentage of 
respondents 

providing 
an estimate 

Recognize East Germany? (January 1971) 86 
Do something to prevent the spread of hashish and 

LSD? (January 1971) 95 
Stricter laws to maintain the quality of air and water? 

(March 1971) 75 
Allow termination of pregnancy through abortion? 

(April 1972) 83 
For or against the death penalty? (June 1972) 90 
More political influence for Franz Josef Strauss? 

(October/November 1972) 80 
For or against the forced feeding of prisoners who go 

on hunger strikes? (February 1975) 84 
Allow a member of the German Communist Party to 

be appointed a judge? (April 1976) 82 
Is the Christian Democratic Union well liked? 

(August 1976) 62 
Is the Social Democratic Party well liked? (August 

1976) 65 
For or against the building of new nuclear energy 

plants? (September 1977) 85 
Should smokers smoke in the presence of 

nonsmokers? (March 1979) 88 
Average concrete estimate for 55 subject-matter 

areas 82 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2068, 2069, 2081, 2083, 2087, 3011, 3028, 

3032/11, 3032/1, 3047, 3065 
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Table 2. Expectations as an expression of the climate of opinion 

People’s readiness to express themselves about the future development of 
opinion was tested in January 1971. The issue used was recognition of East 
Germany. Question: “What do you think will happen in the future—what 
will people’s views be like in a year’s time? Will more people or fewer 
people favor the recognition of East Germany then than favor it now?” 

Respondents 16 years 
and older (%) 

In a year more people will favor recognition of 

East Germany 

More will be opposed 

Don’t know 

100 
N = 1979 

45 

16 

39 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 2068 

con viewpoints, and this all quite independently of any published 

poll figures (table 3). 
In the election year of 1976, we systematically compared re¬ 

sults to two questions which had been used to measure the percep¬ 

tion of the strength of opinions in 1965 and from 1971 on: “Who will 

win the election?” and “What do most people think . . Both 

approaches brought similar results, but the question, “Do you think 

most people like party ‘X’. . . or don’t you think so?” showed itself 

to be more sensitive and thus a better measuring instrument than 

“Which party will win ...?” Its swings in estimates of the strength of 

the parties, while running parallel to the other measures, were 

clearly stronger (fig. 3). 
The astonishing fluctuations in how respondents estimated the 

climate of political opinion made us eager to know whether their 

observations were correct. In December 1974, systematic checks on 

this question began. Following Lazarsfeld’s rule of the hierarchy of 

stability, voting intentions showed little change during the next 

fifteen months, although what slight change did occur was con¬ 

tinuous. The difference between the largest and smallest percent¬ 

ages intending to vote for the Christian Democratic Union was 

never more than six percentage points, while that for the Social 

Democratic Party varied no more than 4 percent. However, severe 
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disturbances occurred in the climate of opinion as perceived by our 

respondents over this same period. These swings, amounting to 

changes of 24 percent, were not arbitrary; on the contrary, we could 

see that they were set off by slight changes in the actual orientations 

of the voting public which occurred from time to time (figs. 4 and 5). 

The puzzling question is: how was the population as a whole able to 

perceive these slight ups and downs in voting intentions? We con¬ 

tinued the observations. Events taking place in the federal states, 

for example in Lower Saxony or Rhineland-Palatinate, added to 

our atlas of trends (fig. 6). The Gallup Institute in Britain was 

willing to check the ability of the British population to perceive 

Table 3. Expectations about tomorrow’s climate of opinion 

Which camp will become stronger, which weaker? Most people will risk a 
judgment about which camp in a controversy will become stronger. From 
among about 25 tests based on 1,000-2,000 interviews with representative 
samples of the population conducted between 1971 and 1979, six examples 
are drawn. The text of the questions ran; “What do you think, the way 
things are going now—how will opinions look a year from now? Will more 
people than today or fewer people be for . . .?’’ 

Issues 

Percentage of 
respondents making 

an estimate about how 
opinions will develop 

in the near future 
(one year) 

/ Recognize East Germany? (January 1971) 61 
jLpor or against the “achieving society”? (August 

1972) 68 
Should young adults live together without being 

married? (February 1973) 79 
More political influence for Franz Josef 

Strauss? (March/April 1977) 87 
For or against the death penalty? (July/August 

1977) 87 
Should new nuclear energy plants be built? 

(March 1979) 81 
Average percentage of concrete answers about 

how opinion will develop in the future based 

on 27 different issues 75 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2068, 2084, 2090, 3013, 3046, 3065 
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their political climate. Voting intentions in Britain did not seem 

nearly as firmly established as those in the Federal Republic of 

Germany, but the British too seemed able to perceive the climate of 

opinion (fig. 7). 

How many issues are encompassed in this ability to recognize 

Figure 3 

Who Will Win the Election? 
This Is a question which has been used for decades in voter research 
in order to measure the climate of oqinion. Another indicator of the 
climate of opinion—"Oo most people like the CDU/CSU . . measures 
the same thing but more precisely, that is, with stronger swings of 
opinion. 

Indicator 1; 
The coming parliamentary election will be won by the CDU/CSU 

Indicator 2: 
The majority like the CDU/CSU sa 

Figure 4 

Small Variations In the Number of Party Followers Are 
Perceived as Changes In the Climate of Opinion By a Much Larger 
Number of People 

Voting intention: CDU/CSU 

Perception of the climate of opinion; 

"I think that most people like the CDU/CSU" llllllllllllllllllllllll 

Source; Allensbach Archives, Surveys 3010, 3019, 3022, 3023, 3025 



14 Chapter Two 

the climate of opinion? We have to assume that hundreds of issues 

are constantly included in the observations people make. From 

March 1971 on, we have data comparing people’s attitudes toward 

the issue of the death penalty to their perception of the climate of 

opinion on that subject. Because other empirical tasks were more 

pressing than testing the spiral of silence between 1972 and 1975, 

data are missing for that period. The six measures taken between 

1971 and 1979, however, confirm that the actual changes in opinion 

Figure 5 

The Climate of Opinion Made Visible 

Traditional questionsabout voting intention do not show how much disquiet the 
intention carries. 

For example: SPD 1974 - 1976 

Voting intention: SPD 

37 

•iA 

Dec 1974 July 1975 Sept 1975 Dec 1975 Jan 1976 March 1976 

Source: Allensbach Archives, Surveys 3010, 3017, 3019, 3022, 3023 and 3025 

Figure 6 

Sudden Stormy Weather in the State Elections in 
Rhineland-Palatinate 
Voting intention: COD 

Perception of the climate: "I think most people in Rhineland- 

Palatinate like the CDU" C I 

% 

Feb 1978 July/Aug 1978 Dec 1978 Jan/Feb 1978 1st week of 
March 1979 

Source: Allensbach Archives, Surveys 3114 , 3141, 3153/1, 3156 , 3158 
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were reflected reliably in the people’s perceptions of the climate 
(figs. 8 and 9). 

Sometimes this perception goes awry, and, because it generally 

functions so well, every instance of a distortion of it is exciting. 

Somehow, in these instances, the signals on which people base their 

Figure 7 

The Quasi-Statistical Ability to Perceive the Climate of 
Opinion is Found in England as Well 
Questions; "If parliamentary elections vere being held tomorrow, which party would you support?" 

"Quite apart from how you feel atout it, do you believe that most peoole in Great Britain find 
the Conservatives to be congenial and likeable, or don't you think so?" 
Would si^iport the Conservatives: 

Host people find the Conservatives likeable: MHMH 

Figure 8 

Opinions and the Climate of Opinion 

How do people know collectively that an opinion has increased or decreased? 

Opinion: "I favor the death penalty." _ 

Climate of opinion: "Most people favor the death penalty." i I 
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Figure 9 

The Control Test: Quasi-Statistical Perception of the Increase and 
Decrease in Opponents of the Death Penalty 

Opinion; "I am against the death penalty." _ 

Climate of opinion: "Host people are against the death penalty." I l 

perception of the climate of opinion must get crossed. As long as we 

know so little about these signals, the distortions themselves are not 

easy to explain. Chapter 22 is devoted to this topic. 

The train test 

We do, however, venture an explanation for the distortion 

observed back in 1965, when the expectation of which party would 

win ran far ahead of the actual development of voting intentions. 

According to the spiral of silence hypothesis, this is explained by the 

differences in the willingness—indeed, the eagerness—of those in 

the two camps to express their opinions in public, to expose their 

views openly where the signals can be seen. The hypothesis can only 

be upheld if we find empirical evidence for two assumptions. The 

first is that people have an intuitive grasp of the relative strengths of 

the contending parties. The evidence that supports this assumption 

was presented in the last section. The second assumption, which 

remains to be investigated empirically, is whether people in fact do 

adapt their behavior to the apparent strength or weakness of the 

various camps. 

In January 1972 a specific question appeared for the first time 

in an Allensbach interview, a question that had never, to our 

knowledge, appeared on any other questionnaire in Germany or 

elsewhere. It dealt with the issue of raising children and occurred in 

the context of an interview with housewives. The interviewer pre- 
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sented the respondent with a sketch showing two housewives in 

conversation, and said: “Two mothers are discussing about whether 

a child who has been very naughty should be spanked or not. Which 

of the two would you agree with, the top one or the bottom one?” 

(fig. 10). 

One of the women presented in the sketch declares: “It is 

basically wrong to spank a child. You can raise any child without 

spanking.” In January 1972, 40 percent of a representative sample 

of housewives agreed with this view. 

The other woman says: “Spanking is part of bringing up chil¬ 

dren and never yet did a child harm.” Forty-seven percent of the 

housewives agreed with this opinion; 13 percent were undecided. 

The following question, however, was the crucial one: “Sup¬ 

pose you are faced with a five-hour train ride, and there is a woman 

Figure 10 

Test of Willingness to Speak Out or Tendency to Keep Silent 
in the Event of an Argument About Raising Children 
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sitting in your compartment who thinks ...” Here the text of the 

quesion split; women who had said they believed spanking to be 

basically wrong were given “. . . that spanking is part of bringing up 

children,” while women who approved of spanking were given “. . . 

that spanking is basically wrong.” Thus, in both instances the 

housewives were confronted with a fellow traveler who represented 

a point of view diametrically opposed to their own. The question 

closed in uniform fashion with “Would you like to talk with this 

woman so as to get to know her point of view better, or wouldn’t 

you think that worth your while?” 

This “train test” was repeated from then on with changing 

subject matter. In one case it would be a conversation that pre¬ 

sented people’s views on the Christian Democrats and the Social 

Democrats. At other times it dealt with racial segregation in South 

Africa, young adults living together without being married, nuclear 

power plants, foreign workers, abortion, the danger of illegal 

drugs, or allowing radicals in civil service jobs. 

The hypothesis to be checked was whether the various camps 

differed in their readiness to stand up for their views and convic¬ 

tions. The camp that shows more readiness to proclaim its stand will 

have greater impact and will thereby exert more influence on 

others, who may join its apparently stronger or increasing battalion 

of followers. In individual instances something like this might be 

observed, but how can such a process be measured in a way that 

fulfills the scientific requirements of an experiment? Measurements 

must be repeatable, endlessly retestable, and known to be indepen¬ 

dent of the subjective impressions of any observer. An attempt 

must be made to simulate reality, and this under conditions in which 

measurements can be made. Such conditions can be found, for 

example, in a survey interview, which runs its course uniformly; its 

questions are read aloud in a predetermined phrasing and a prede¬ 

termined order; and its cross-sections of 500,1,000 or 2,000 respon¬ 

dents are questioned by hundreds of interviewers, so that it is 

impossible for any one interviewer to have a decisive influence on 

the results. But what a weak situation is offered by an interview of 

this kind—how different it is from life, from experience, from the 
sensations of reality! 

Simulating a public situation 

Our first task consisted of simulating the public situation in the 

interview so as to investigate the latent readiness of the respondent 
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to behave publicly in a particular way. Clearly, people draw their 

conclusions about the strength or weakness of a position not only 

from family discussions; so we had to simulate more than the family 

circle to obtain their general public behavior. Even lonely people, 

those with few acquaintances, manage to perceive the signals, as 

our analysis of the “last minute swing” showed. Further, when a 

swing in the climate occurs for or against a party, a person, or a 

particular idea, it seems to be sensed everywhere at almost exactly 

the same time, by all population groups, all age groups, all occupa¬ 

tional groups (figs. 11-13). This is possible only if the signals are 

completely open and public. Behavior in the family, in the primary 

circle, may be the same as that in public places or it may differ; for 

the spiral of silence, this is a secondary matter. We quickly learned 

this when we attempted to paint a scene in the interview in which 

Figure 11 

Climate Swing Perceived By All Groups in the 
Population: An Expression of Being Public 
Example: "The Federal Republic should grant the DOR 
recognition." 

September 1968 to September 1970/January 1971 

Before the climate swing: September 1968 M 

After the climate swing: September 1970/January 1971 CD 

0% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 • • • • • * 
Total population 
16 and over 

Men 

Women 

AGE GROUPS 

16-29 

30 - 44 

45 - 59 

60 and over 

EDUCATION 

Elementary 

Secondary 

OCCUPATION 

Farmers 

Unskilled and semi-skilled 
workers 

Skilled workers 

Non-«anager1al employees 
and public servants 

Managerial employees and 
public servants 

indmendent businessmen, 
self-entployed persons, 
professionals 

POLITICAL PARTY PREFERENCE 

COU/CSU supporters 

SPD supporters 

FOP si^porters 

• ••••••* 
0°fo 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

Source; Allensbach Archives, Surveys 2044 and 2065/2068/A 
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respondents were supposed to indicate their tendencies to talk or be 

silent. We told respondents they should imagine being invited 

somewhere with a fair number of other guests, some of whom they 

do not know. The conversation at this gathering turns to a certain 

controversial subject, and at this point the text of the question 

introduced some concrete issue. Would the respondent enjoy tak¬ 

ing part in the ensuing conversation or would he or she not want to 

take part? The question did not work. The setting was not public 

enough, and considerations of courtesy to the host and to other 

guests with respect to the opinions they expressed strongly in¬ 

fluenced the reactions of the respondents. We then tried the train 

test. It presented a public situation somewhat like a public thor¬ 

oughfare: it allowed everyone entry, and people were there whose 

names and attitudes the respondent did not know. At the same time 

Figure 12 

A Change in the Climate of Opinion Reaches the 
Total Population 
Exanple: Agreement with Chancellor Brandt's policies 
May/June 1973 to January 1974 

Before the change in climate: May/June 1973 

After the change in climate: January 1974 i i 

0% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

Total pc^iulation 
16 and over 

Men 

Women 

AGE GROUPS 

16 - 29 

30 - 44 

45 - 59 

60 and over 

EDUCATION 

Elementary 

Secondary 

OCCUPATION 

Farmers 

Unskilled and semi-skilled 
workers 

Skilled workers 

Non-managerial enfiloyees 
and public servants 

Managerial enployees and 
public servants 

Independent businessmen, 
self-employed persons, 
professionals 

POLITICAL PARTY PREFERENCE 

COU/CSU si43porters 

SPD sifiporters 

FW si^porters 

Source: Allensbach Archives, Surveys 2095, 3001 
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it involved so little exposure that even a shy person might partici¬ 

pate, were he in the mood to do so. But would it provide an 

indication of people’s natural behavior in genuine public settings, as 

on the street, in a grocery store, or as a spectator at a public event? 

The interview occurs in privacy, perhaps in the presence of other 

members of the family. Would people express their real responses 

here, or would the impulse to do so be too weak in the face of a 

merely imaginary situation? 

The second assumption is confirmed: those confident of victory 

speak up, while losers tend toward silence 

As we evaluated one “train test” after another in the surveys 

conducted in 1972,1973, and 1974, it became evident that we could 

measure the willingness of people in various camps to speak up or 

Figure 13 

Changes in the Climate of Opinion Penetrate 
Everywhere 
Example; Those favoring the death penalty, 
fall/winter 1975^1976 to summer 1977 

Before the change in climate; fall/winter 1975/1976M 

After the change in climate; summer 1977 □ 
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keep quiet on particular subjects. The election year presented 

ideal conditions and issues tor such tests. Hnthusiasm for the Nobel 

rnee-winning ehaneellor, W'ilh Hrandt, reached its height, yet 

opintons were sharplv divided on the subject ot Ost{X'>litik. w hich 

Brandt svmboli/ed. One did not need partieularh sensitive px-reep- 

tual abilities to sense which camp was publicly the stronger, 

whether one supported or opposed Brandt. "NNhat do you think: 

are most people in the Federal Republic for or against the treaties 

made with the East ?" So ran the May question. "Most are in 

favor" was the answer of 51 percent; "Most are opjxrsed." S 

jvreent; ".Vbout half and half." 2' percent; and 14 fxrcent side¬ 

stepped the issue with the response. "Impossible to tell." 

In October WZ. with the election campaign already under¬ 

way. the train test was included in a survey: ".\ssume you are faced 

w ith a five-hour train ride and someone in your compartment begins 

to talk very favorably" fin every second interview the question read 

"very unfavorably"'! "about Chancellor Brandt. Would you like to 

enter conversation with this person so as to get to know his or her 

fxrint of view more closely, or wouldn’t you think it worth your 

w hile ?" Fifty percent of Brandt's supporters fw ho numbered twice 

as many as the opfX''nents') indicated that the\ would like to enter 

into conversation; only 55 percent of his opponents said they w ould. 

"Would not think it worth their while" was the response of 42 

percent of Brandt’s supporters and 50 percent of his opfX'ments 

ftable 4'!. Thus. Brandt’s supporters were much stronger in actual 

numbers than his opponents, but beyond that their strength was 

multiplied by their greater w illingness to convey their pi'>int of view. 

.\ campaign button is a w ay of talking tixi 

In connection with this hypothesis, w e must understand w hat is 

meant by talking and by keeping quiet in the broadest terms. 

Wearing a campaign button, putting a bumfX'r sticker on the car— 

these are ways of talking; not doing these things, even if one has 

hnn convictions, is a w ay of keeping quiet. Openly carrying around 

a newspaper which has a well-known px-ilitical slant is a way of 

talking: keeping it out of sight, in a briefcase or beneath a less 

partisan paper, is a way of keeping quiet fof course. one is not trying 

to hide the paper—it just happens to get wrapped up that wav'). 

Distributing handbills is a way of talking, as is putting up posters, 

defacing the opposition posters, tearing them down, or slashing 

tires of cars that carry the other party’s stickers. In the sixties, men 
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Source; Alleiislracti Arcfiivcs, survey 2()W)/I I II 

wearing shonlclcr-lcnglh hair were talking; just as today, wearing 
jeans in {{astern European countries is talking. 

I{ven without the train test, the election year of 1972 gave us 
(tiore than enough empirical evidence that one side in a controversy 
will he active and open in its “talk” while the other side, though not 
necessarily smaller in numbers, perhaps even larger, holds its 
peace, hornier Vice President Agnew’s complaint about the “silent 
majority” became justifiably famous because it touched on a reality 
that many people felt, ft was a reality in which they themselves had 
participated, although they were not fully consciousof it since it had 

not been explicitly labelecJ. 
One survey question after the federal election of 1972 graphi¬ 

cally demonstrated how unequal the strengths of the two parties 
were perceived to be, even though the parties remained practically 
identical when it came to a count of their supporters. I'he question, 
asked in December, ran: “ I he different parties had posters, cam¬ 
paign buttons, and bumper stickers for cars. What is your impres¬ 
sion; which party was supported by the most bumper stickers, 

posters, or campaign buttons?” 
“More for the Social i:)emocrats” was the answer given by 53 

percent; “More for the Christian Democrats,” by 9 percent. A 



24 Chapter Two 

second question checked out the same issue from a different angle: 

“The way a party fares in an election depends greatly upon its 

ability to get its followers to participate in the election campaign. 

What was your impression: which party’s supporters showed more 

idealism and personal involvement in this past election campaign?” 

“Supporters of the Social Democrats” was the answer of 44 

percent; “Supporters of the Christian Democrats,” of 8 percent. 

One can read such results as indicating that at that time—the fall of 

1972—a person favoring the Christian Democrats would look in 

vain among the campaign buttons and bumper stickers for a fellow 

sympathizer, for all such had fallen into silence, thereby contribut¬ 

ing to a situation in which those who shared Christian Democratic 

convictions and sought for some kind of a sign must truly have felt 

isolated and alone. The spiral of silence could hardly have been 

wound more tightly than it was at that time. 

At first these bits and pieces of evidence, assembled in an effort 

to make the climate of opinion visible, created a rather uncertain 

picture. Wear a campaign button—paste on a bumper sticker— 

aren’t these things simply questions of taste? Some people are 

inclined to such actions and others are not; might it not well be that 

the more conservatively inclined voters are also more retiring, more 

disinclined to flaunt their convictions? Or, with respect to the “train 

test,” there are some people who like to converse during a journey 

and others who do not. Can the train test really be regarded as an 

indication that an influence process like the spiral of silence is 
taking place? 

The advantage of having talkative groups on your side 

Our survey results support the proposition that, regardless of 

subject matter and conviction, some people are more prone to talk 

and others to remain silent. This is also true for whole groups in the 

population. In a public situation, men are more disposed to join in 

talk about controversial topics than are women, younger people 

than older ones, and those belonging to higher social strata than 

those from lower strata (table 5), This has definite consequences for 

the public visibility of various points of view. If a faction wins many 

young people or many well-educated people to its side, it automati¬ 

cally has a better chance of appearing to be the faction destined to 

gain general acceptance. But that is only half the story. There is a 

second factor that influences willingness to speak up: the agreement 

between your own convictions and your assessment of the trend of 
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Table 5. Willingness to discuss a controversial subject, by population 
subgroup 

Un¬ 
willing willing 

to to Un¬ 
discuss* discuss decided 

(%) (%) (%) N 

Total population 16 and over 36 51 13 9966 

Men 45 45 10 4631 

Women 29 56 15 5335 

Education 

Elementary (8 or 9 years of 

school) 32 54 14 7517 

Secondary (10 or more years 

of school) 50 42 8 2435 

Age groups 

\(y-29 42 47 11 2584 

30-44 39 50 11 2830 

45-59 35 52 13 2268 

60 and over 27 56 17 2264 

Occupation 

Farmers 19 63 18 621 

Unskilled and semiskilled 

workers 28 54 18 2289 

Skilled workers 37 51 12 2430 

Nonmanagerial employees and 

public servants 41 49 10 2628 

Managerial employees and 

public servants 47 44 9 1051 

Independent businessmen, 

self-employed persons, 

professionals 40 49 11 927 

Net monthly income 

Less than 800 DM** 26 56 18 1448 

800-999 DM 32 53 15 1875 

1000-1249 DM 35 52 13 2789 

1250-1999 DM 42 48 10 2979 

2000 DM or more 48 43 9 866 

Residence 

Villages 32 52 16 1836 

Small towns 37 52 11 3164 

Medium-sized cities 36 51 13 1797 

Large cities 38 49 13 3160 
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Table 5. continued 

Willing 
to 

discuss* 

(%) 

Un¬ 
willing 

to 
discuss 

(%) 

Un¬ 
decided 

("c) N 

Political party preference 

Christian Democratic Union 34 55 11 3tUl 

Social Democratic Party 43 47 10 4162 

Free Democratic Party 

(Liberals) 48 44 8 538 

’Persons willing to hold a discussion in the train compartment about: the spread of 

socialism to West Germany; outlawing the German Communist Party; Federal 

Chancellor Brandt; and young adults li\ing together without being married 

(Allensbach Archives, surveys 2084. 2085, 2086 I+ 11. 2089, 2090—1972 1973). 

*’Approximately 2.50 DM = $1.00 in 1983 

the times, the spirit of the age, the mood of those who seem to be 

more modern, more reasonable, or simply the feeling that the 

“better” people are on your side (table 6). 

Feeling in harmony with the spirit of the age loosens the tongue 

In the fall of 1972, those who supported Willv Brandt were 

more prone than his opponents to participate in a conversation 

about Brandt in a public setting, regardless of whether thev were old 

or young, male or female, or had lesser or greater amounts of 

education (table 7). The train test proved valuable. With this instru¬ 

ment it was possible to carry out a continuing series of investigations 

over the following years and so to reveal which side in a controversy- 

spoke up and which preferred silence. On a journey, 54 percent of 

the Social Democratic supporters would have wanted to take part in 

a discussion about the Social Democratic Party, while only 44 

percent of the Christian Democratic supporters would have wanted 

to talk about the Christian Democratic Union (1974). After the 

change in the office of federal chancellor, 47 percent of Helmut 

Schmidt’s supporters but only 28 percent of his opponents wanted 

to talk about him (1974). When it came to force-feeding prisoners 

on hunger strikes, 46 percent of those in favor but only 33 percent of 

the opponents were willing to express themselves (1975).- 

2. Allensbach Archives, surveys 3010, 3006, 3011. 
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Table 6. Willingness to converse as an indicator of the social climate 
and self-confidence of population subgroups 

Comparisons over time between 1972 and 1978 showed a general increase 
in people’s willingness to talk; it was particularly pronounced among 
Christian Democratic Union supporters 

Would be glad to talk about 
controversial subjects with 

fellow train travelers 

1972/73 
(%) 

1975/76 
(%) 

1977/78 
(%) 

Total population 16 and over 36 37 44 

Men 45 43 52 

Women 29 32 37 

Age groups 

16-29 42 41 51 

30-44 39 41 49 

45-59 35 35 42 

60 and over 27 , 30 33 

Education 

Elementary (8 or 9 years of 

school) 32 34 39 

Secondary (10 or more years 

of school) 50 46 53 

Occupation 

Farmers 19 30 29 

Unskilled and semiskilled 

workers 28 29 35 

Skilled workers 37 37 44 

Nonmanagerial employees and 

public servants 41 41 48* 

Managerial employees and 

public servants 47 ' 46 54 

Independent businessmen, 

self-employed persons, 

professionals 40 40 47 

Residence 

Villages 32 37 41 

Small towns 37 36 46 

Medium-sized cities 36 38 45 

Large cities 38 37 44 
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Table 6. continued 

Would be glad to talk about 
controversial subjects with 

fellow train travelers 

1972/73 
(%) 

1975/76 
(%) 

1977/78 
(%) 

Political party preference 

Christian Democratic Union 34 38 44 

Social Democratic Party 43 40 47 

Free Democratic Party 

(Liberals) 48 38 49 

Sources: 

1972173: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2084,2085,2086/1 + II, 2089,2090 (between 

August 1972 and February 1973). The topics for discussion in the train compartment 

were: the spread of socialism to West Germany; outlawing the German Communist 

Party; Federal Chancellor Brandt; and young adults living together without being 

married. Total number of interviews was 9,966. 

1975176: Allensbach Archives, surveys 3011, 3012, 3013, 3020, 3031, 3033/1, 3035, 

3037 (between February 1975 and December 1976). The topics for discussion in the 

train compartment were: forced feeding of prisoners; the death penalty; letting 

Franz Josef Strauss have more political influence; the way Spain was being governed; 

liking for the SPD; liking for the CDU/CSU; living together without being married; 

and smoking in the presence of nonsmokers. Total number of interviews was 14,504. 

1977/78: Allensbach Archives, surveys 3046, 3047, 3048, 3049, 3060 (between Au¬ 

gust 1977 and October 1978). The topics for discussion in the train compartment 

were: the death penalty; building new nuclear energy plants; the death penalty for 

terrorists; sympathy for terrorists; and a United States of Europe without Russia and 

the East European countries. Total number of interviews was 10,133. 

A shift in opinion helps research 

We had come to what was then called in Germany a Tendenz¬ 

wende, a turning point in the strength of political attitudes. Up to 

this point we could not tell why supporters of leftist positions and 

political leaders were more willing to join in discussions; it might 

have been their favorable political climate, but it could also have 

been that those who tended to favor leftist positions simply enjoyed 

arguing more. 

Two observations were made during the following period that 

refuted the second possibility. First, Social Democratic supporters 

became less inclined to join in arguments about their party between 
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Table 7. In every population subgroup the supporters of the dominant 
opinion are more willing to voice their view than those in the 
minority 

Example; Supporters and opponents of the policies of Federal Chancellor 
Brandt in 1972 

Would be glad to talk to fellow train 
travelers 

Representatives of 
the dominant view: 
Brandt supporters 

(%) 

Representatives of 
the minority view: 
Brandt opponents 

(%) 

Total population 49 35 

Men 57 44 

Women 42 27 

Age groups 

16-29 53 43 

30-44 47 37 

45-59 55 30 

60 and over 42 34 

Education 

Elementary (8 or 9 years of 

school) 45 29 

Secondary (10 or more 

years of school) 61 51 

Occupation 

Farmers 39 13 

Unskilled and semiskilled 

workers 40 24 

Skilled workers 45 30 

Nonmanagerial employees 

and public servants 57 43 

Managerial employees and 

public servants 62 47 

Independent businessmen, 

self-employed persons, 

professionals 55 49 

Residence 

Villages 46 28 

Small towns 46 42 

Medium-sized cities 48 40 

Large cities 54 36 
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Table 7. continued 

Would be glad to talk to fellow train 
travelers 

Representatives of 
the dominant view: 
Brandt supporters 

(%) 

Representatives of 
the minority view: 
Brandt opponents 

(%) 

Political party preference 

Christian Democratic 

Union 46 36 

Social Democratic Party 52 35 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2086/1+ 11, October 1972. The base for the 

percentages of Brandt supporters is 1011; the base for the percentages of 

Brandt opponents is 500. 

1974 and 1976, that is, during a so-called political turning point. 

This was measured as a change from 54 percent willing to talk in 

1974 to 48 percent in 1976. In this regard, however, the overall 

change was less striking than the sudden sensitivity supporters 

showed to the wording of the train question: whether it made their 

fellow traveler, who initiated the conversation, speak favorably or 

slightingly about the Social Democratic Party. In 1974, the support¬ 

ers of the Social Democratic Party had seemed almost immune to 

influence from the nature of their fellow traveler’s opinions; 56 

percent joined in when the Social Democratic Party was praised and 

52 percent when it was criticized. In 1976, 60 percent indicated an 

interest in joining a conversation with those who saw things as they 

did, but when the fellow traveler spoke out against the Social 

Democratic Party, their readiness to participate in the conversation 

sank to 32 percent! For Christian Democratic supporters, matters 

were exactly reversed. In 1974 they showed great sensitivity to the 

nature of the conversational environment by indicating completely 

different degrees of readiness to participate in the conversation, 

depending on whether their fellow train traveler was friendly or 

unfriendly toward the Christian Democratic Union; in 1976, the 

fellow traveler’s view made no difference (Noelle-Neumann 1977a, 
esp. 152). 

After the experiences of 1972 and 1973, we were ready to 

simplify the wording of the train test so that it would no longer shift 

between settings in which one confronted either opponents or 
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supporters of a particular idea, direction, or person. The results up 

to that time showed that this aspect of the environment made little 

difference in how talkative or reticent a respondent was likely to be. 

Not until 1975/76 did we learn that dropping this variation in the test 

would have been premature. As already described, only when a 

spiral of silence has practically run its course and one faction pos¬ 

sesses total public visibility while the other has completely with¬ 

drawn into its shell, only when the tendency to talk or to keep quiet 

has stabilized, are people liable to participate or to remain silent 

regardless of whether or not the others in the situation are expressly 

friend or foe. Aside from such settled situations, however, there 

remain the open controversies, arguments as yet undecided, or 

instances where latent conflict has yet to break the surface. In all 

these instances, as later investigations indicated, sensitivity to the 

tenor of the train conversation is considerable and can be very 

revealing. 

Refuting the notion that those on the left are less attuned 

to the climate of opinion 

The second discovery that refuted the presumption that left¬ 

leaning respondents have a greater tendency to participate in dis¬ 

cussions arose out of a preoccupation with a phenomenon which, 

like the bandwagon effect, had attracted the attention of election 

researchers for decades. If, on the one hand, there was a recogniz¬ 

able preelection tendency for some of the voters to shift their votes 

in the direction of the expected winner, there was, on the other 

hand, a postelection tendency for more people to claim they had 

voted for the winning party than actual winning votes were cast. 

Just like the bandwagon effect, this could be interpreted as an effort 

to be on the winning side, this time through selectively “forgetting” 

that one in fact had voted differently. 

To check out this state of affairs, we went back through the 

Allensbach archives to the first federal election in 1949 and worked 

forward. We could not find support in our data for the simple rule 

that after every election more people claimed to have voted for the 

winning party than the actual voting figures indicated. For the most 

part, the information people gave about the way they voted tallied 

quite well with the official election results (figs. 14 and 15). Once, in 

1965, a suspiciously large number claimed to have voted for neither 

of the two major parties—the Social Democratic Party, which had 

lost the election, or the Christian Democratic Union, which had 
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won. In 1969 and 1972 the numbers claiming to be Social Demo¬ 

cratic voters substantially exceeded the actual proportion of votes 

the Social Democratic Party received. Two striking findings 

emerged, however, when we looked at the so-called panel method 

results, where the same people were questioned repeatedly over a 

period of time. The first was that if people corrected their previous 

voting decision in a later interview, indicating a party different than 

Figure 14 

A Way to Measure the Climate of Opinion 
A "high" is registered for a party when more people claim to have voted for that party 

than the party's actual vote indicates. 

A "low" occurs when the claims fall behind the actual voting results. 

For example; the CDU/CSU shows a low after the end of the Adenauer era 

The hatchmarked area's height shows the proportion of votes the CDU/CSU received 
in each of nine consecutive national elections 

0 Percentage of respondents who claim to have voted for the CDU/CSU in the previous 
national elections 

Explanation; Theoretically the black circles should lie exactly at the top of the 
hatchmarked area. Circles that rise above it indicate exaggeration of the 
vote, while circles that fall below it indicate reticence to admit a 
CDU/CSU vote. 

1949 19 5 3 195 7 1961 19 65 19 6 9 19 72 1976 1980 198 3 

Sources; Official election returns are from the Statistische Jahrbücher für die Bundesrepublik Deutschland 
Survey results are from the Allensbach Archives, Surveys 031, May 1950; 066, September 1953- 1070 
September 1962; 1090, May 1964; 2008, November 1965; 2065, September i970; 2008, November 1972*'2090 ’ 
February 973;’3007,’July 1974; 3037: December 1976 3051! December 1977,’3062/November 1978- 3076 
Oecember 1979; 3080, March 198Ö; 4003, December 1901; 4013, December 1982; 402$, February 1983 

Figure 15 

A Way to Measure the Climate of Opinion 

The highs for the SPD in the sixties and seventies show an almost continual tendency for 

people to exaggerate their vote for the SPD in the last national election. 

^3 The hatchmarked area's height shows the proportion of votes the SPD received in each 
of nine consecutive national elections 

Percentage of respondents who claim to have voted for the SPD in the previous national 
^ election 

Sources; Official election rejurns are from the Statistische Jahrbücher für die Bundesrepublik Deutschland 
Survey results are from the Allensbach Archives. Surveys 031, Hay 1950; 066, September 1953- 1070 
September 1962; 1090, Hay 964; 2008, November 965; 2065, September’l970; 2088, November 1972;’2090, 
February 1973; 3007, July 1974; 3037 December 1976: 3051, December 1977; 3062^ November 1978-3076 
December 1979; 3080, Harch 1980; 4OO0, December 1981; 401§, December 1982- 4025 February 1983 
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the one they had indicated immediately after the election, the 

change was not always in the direction of the winning party (the 

Social Democratic Party) but occurred in the direction of the major¬ 

ity view of the group to which those people belonged. For example, 

with younger voters the move favored the Social Democratic Party, 

but with older it favored the Christian Democratic Union; with 

workers it favored the Social Democratic Party, but with the self- 

employed the Christian Democratic Union. This suggested less a 

tendency toward wanting to be on the winning side than an attempt 

to avoid isolating oneself from one’s own social milieu. Since most 

groups in 1972 had decided by and large in favor of the Social 

Democratic Party, the overall balance of the results in the postelec¬ 

tion survey ran distinctly toward an inflated vote for the Social 
Democratic Party. 

A new procedure for measuring the pressure of opinion 

The second remarkable finding was that the tendency to over¬ 

state the vote for the Social Democratic Party did not remain 

constant during the period following the federal election, and neith¬ 

er did the tendency to understate the vote for the Christian Demo¬ 

cratic Union. Both appeared to move in subtle response to changes 

in the climate of opinion. At first, in 1972/73, too many people 

claimed to have voted for the Social Democratic Party in the pre¬ 

vious election, and too few for the Christian Democratic Union. 

Then, as if in slow motion, people began to recollect having voted 

for the Social Democratic Party or the Christian Democratic 

Union, and their statements moved closer to the actual electoral 

proportions. An excerpt from this series of observations is shown in 

figure 16. Even as the recollection came closer to the actual results 

again in 1976, the changes were by no means over. As election day 

drew near, the old lack of willingness of Christian Democratic 

Union voters to confess their prior vote began to show itself again 

(fig. 17). 
Today the Allensbach institute routinely measures the strength 

of these trends, calculating the degree of polarization and the 

sharpness of the current political discussions by the observed month 

to month over- or underestimate of the votes claimed for the two 

major parties in the previous national election. We will later return 

to the meaning of such distortion. For the moment we want to take 

some frames out of the slow-motion picture from 1974 to 1976, the 

turning point in political tendencies, and to show thereby that 



34 Chapter Two 

Figure 16 

Overestimation or Underestimation of the Vote for a Party as an 

Indication of the Climate of Opinion 

The Figure Illustrates the degree to which the claimed vote for the SPO exceeded the official election return 

during the period 1973 to 1976. The SPD's actual vote of 49 percent is shown throughout by the open line, •-=* 

The Figure also shows the degree to which the vote admitted for the CDU/CSU fell below the actual, official 

voting return during the same period. The CDU/CSU's actual vote of 45 percent is shown throughout by the 

filled-in line.—»The trend suggests the supporters of the CDU/CSU were gathering courage during the period. 

Eligible voters who stated in an interview that they had voted for the CDU/CSU ##• 

Eligible voters who stated in an interview that they had voted for the SPDOOO 

55-0 ‘55 

.0. n ^ -.0 

40 . 

35 . 

30^0. . 1973 . 1974 . 1975 . 1976 

Source: Allensbach Archives, Surveys 2089-3004, 3006, 3008-3010, 3012-3023, 3025 - 3035 
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Figure 17 

Increase in Opinion Pressure During the Struggle for Voters 

Distortions in infonination respondents gave in election year 1976 

about the last party they had voted for 
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Explanation: Iha Figure shows the extent to which too many or too few people claiped to have voted 

for each of the two «ajor panties, the SPO and the COU/CSU, as compared to the official election 

returns from the 1972 national election. The 1972 returns for the SPD are marked with the open 

line at 49 percent. The returns for the COU/CSU at that time are marked with the ftlled-ln 

line at 45 percent, Eligible voters who stated In an Interview that they voted for the 

COU/CSU ••• ; for the SPD OOO . 

Source; Allensbach Archives, Surveys 3020 - 3035 
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eagerness to join in discussions and an inclination toward silence 
are not necessarily connected to left- or rightwing political orienta¬ 
tion. 

Since 1972 we have been able to interpret the exaggerating of 
votes for one side and the minimizing of votes for the other as forms 
of “talking” and “remaining silent.” Without any effort of our own, 
a procedure for measuring the changes in the pressure of opinion 
that cause people to speak or to remain silent had become available 
to us. 

Ready to take a public stand? A battery of pertinent questions 
During these years, new test questions and new instruments 

continued to be developed. In 1975 we first inserted into a survey a 
battery of questions that were intended to indicate how ready the 
individual was to support a political party publicly. The text of the 
lead-in question ran: “Now a question about the political party that 
comes closest to your own point of view. If someone were to ask you 
whether you would be willing to do something to help this party, for 
example, some of the things listed on the cards in this stack, would 
you agree to do any one or more of these things for the party you 
prefer?” Eleven possible ways to provide support for a party were 
presented in the set of cards the interviewer gave the respondent. 
Not all of them required public activity, since people who were 
unwilling to engage in public actions but who still desired to express 
their party loyalties needed to be able to find something in the set 
they could do, such as making a financial contribution. The other 
suggested alternatives were; 

I’d wear a campaign button or stick-on badge. 
I’d attach a bumper sticker to my car. 
I’d go door to door to talk with strangers about the party 

platform. 
I’d hang up a party poster or sign on my house or in my 

window. 
I’d go out and put up signs for this party in public places. 
I’d take part in street discussions and stick up for this party. 
I’d attend a rally for this party. 
If it seemed important. I’d stand up in a meeting of this party 

and say something in the discussion. 
I’d defend this party’s point of view in other parties’ meetings. 
I’d help distribute campaign literature. 
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For analytic purposes, a simple but valuable measure that 

emerged from this question was the answer: “I would not do any of 

these things for the party of my choice.” An instrument like this 

proves its usefulness in its ability to detect and measure subtle or 

slight changes, just like a postal scale that distinguishes between 18 

and 21 grams when the ordinary household scale will not even 

distinguish between 10 grams or 30. 

The battery of questions aimed at measuring how prepared 

people are to provide public support for their party proved to be a 

delicate and responsive instrument. A falling-off in a party’s follow¬ 

ing registered itself immediately, as for example during the state 

elections in the Rhineland Palatinate, where quarrels among party 

leaders almost managed to help them pull defeat from the jaws of 

victory. Before the conflict among the leaders broke out (Decem¬ 

ber 1978), 39 percent of the supporters of the Christian Democratic 

Union said they would do “none of these” when questioned about 

helping their preferred party. Shortly before the election, 48 per¬ 

cent of the remaining Christian Democratic supporters answered 

they would do “none of these.” Meanwhile, the opposition, the 

Social Democratic Party, maintained a stable 30 percent of inactive 

supporters who wished to provide support in “none of these” ways 

between December 1978 and February/March 1979 (Noelle- 

Neumann 1979, 10). The relative psychological strengths had 

shifted, even though the voting intentions had changed so slightly 

that, following the principles of sampling statistics, the shift was not 

detectable as significant. Nevertheless, the shift eventually led the 

Christian Democrats to the brink of an electoral defeat. 

This concrete instance serves to illustrate how social research 

attempts to make the invisible visible. Of course, people could be 

asked directly whether or not they wear a campaign button or have 

a bumper sticker on their car. From the point of view of measure¬ 

ment technique, this direct approach would have the advantage of 

observing or determining real circumstances, instead of relying on 

perhaps dubious expressions of a respondent’s intentions. The dis¬ 

advantage lies in the fact that the group that actually wears cam¬ 

paign buttons or puts bumper stickers on its cars consists largely of 

hard-core activists, whose reactions to the changing fortunes of a 

party are liable to be much less sensitive than those of more mar¬ 

ginal supporters. Using only the hard core’s less sensitive behavior 

can easily lead to results that lie below the threshold of statistical 
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detection, and so allow the disturbances in the climate of opinion to 
escape observation. 

In checking to see whether persons with leftist political views 

are more inclined to discuss and show their convictions, we have 

uncovered another question. Granted, people seem to have an 

extraordinary gift for sensing the climate of opinion. There also 

seem to be factions that understand how to capture the public 

spotlight and other factions that let themselves be pressured into 

silence. But how can we tell what motives underlie this behavior? 

Does a fear of social isolation explain this process, as the spiral of 

silence hypothesis claims? We investigate this question in the next 
chapter. 

3 Fear of Isolation as a Motive 

In the early fifties, Solomon Asch (1951, 

1952), a social psychologist, reported an experiment he had con¬ 

ducted more than fifty times in the United States. The task of the 

subjects in this experiment was to judge which of three lines best 

matched a fourth test line in length (fig. 18). One of the three was 

always exactly the same length as the test line. At first glance, the 

task appeared easy; the correct match was quite evident and all 

subjects spotted it easily. From eight to ten persons took part in 

each experimental session, all guided by the following format. The 

test line and the three lines that were candidates for the match were 

hung up where all could see them. Then each of the subjects in the 

room, starting from the left, stated his or her judgment as to which 

line was the best match for the test line. Each session repeated this 

procedure twelve times. 

However, after two rounds in which all participants agreed 

unequivocally on the correct match to the test line, the situation 

suddenly changed. The experimenter’s assistants, seven to nine 

persons who were in on the purpose of the experiment, all named as 

the correct line one that was visibly too short. The one naive 

subject, the only unsuspecting person in the group, sat at the end of 

the row. At this point his behavior was scrutinized to see what 
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Figure 18 

The Asch Length-of-Line Experiment: 
Testing Conformity Due to Fear of Isolation 

Subjects in the experiment were asked the tollowing 

question; Which of the three lines on the right is 

equal to the standard line on the left? 

1 2 3 

Standard line Corparison lines 

Source; Soloaon E. Asch, "Group Forces fn the Modification and Distortion 
of Judgments." Social Psychology, New York, Prentice-Hall, 1952, p. 452. 

would happen to it under the pressure of a unanimous judgment at 

variance with the evidence of his senses. Would he waver? Would 

he join the majority view, regardless of how much it contradicted 

his own judgment? Or would he stand fast? 

Solomon Asch’s classical laboratory experiment shows how 

scarce self-reliant individuals are 

Two out of every ten naive subjects stuck resolutely to their 

own impressions. Two of the remaining eight agreed with the group 

only once or twice during the ten critical passes through the proce¬ 

dure. But the remaining six more frequently announced as their 

own opinion the obviously false judgment made by the majority. 

This means that even in a harmless task which does not touch their 

real interests and whose outcome should be largely a matter of 

indifference, most people will join the majority point of view even 

when they can have no doubt that it is false. This was what Tocque- 

ville described when he wrote: “Dreading isolation more than 

error, they professed to share the sentiments of the majority.”^ 

When we compare Asch’s research method to the survey 

method involving questions like the train test, we realize im¬ 

mediately that Asch’s method possesses a completely different 

attraction and a completely different kind of persuasive power. 

Asch is working in the tradition of what is called “the laboratory 

experiment.’’ He can arrange to control conditions during the ex¬ 

periment down to the last pertinent detail—how the chairs are 

placed, how his assistants behave during the sessions, how visually 

3. Tocqueville 1952, 207; English: 1955, 155. Author’s translation in part. 
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obvious the differences in the lines to be matched are, etc. The 

testing setup, the “laboratory,” allows him to create an unequivocal 

situation and to hold it constant for all subjects. The survey inter¬ 

view is a much “dirtier” research tool because it is subject to a 

variety of disturbances and contaminations. We cannot be certain 

about how many respondents really do not understand the thrust of 

a question, how many interviewers do a poor job of reading the 

questions in the proper order and sticking to the prescribed word¬ 

ing, or how many make independent “improvements” and free 

improvisations, or provide explanations that get out of hand when 

the respondent seems uncertain as to the sense of the question. 

How much of a burden is placed on the imagination of a typical 

person when he is asked, “Suppose you are faced with a five-hour 

train ride, and in your compartment someone begins to ... ?” In the 

usual interview, the stimulation to imagine such a situation must be 

relatively weak. Besides, everything depends on how the question 

is read, how the answer is transcribed, and how humanly responsive 

and talkative the particular subject happens to be. All of these 

unknowns introduce uncertainties in the results. In a laboratory like 

Asch’s, by contrast, a “real situation” can be called into existence. 

Here, influences that are close to actual experience are allowed to 

work uniformly on all subjects in the experiment—for example, 

feeling like an idiot when everyone else seems to see things dif¬ 
ferently. 

Two motives for imitation: learning and fear of isolation 

“They dreaded isolation more than error” was Tocqueville’s 

explanation. At the end of the century, his fellow countryman, the 

sociologist Gabriel Tarde, dedicated a large part of his work to 

studying the human ability and tendency to imitate, speaking of a 

human need to be in public agreement with others (Tarde 1969, 

318). Since then, imitation has remained a topic of social science 

research; for example, an extensive article is devoted to it in the 

1968 Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (Bandura 1968). In this 

entry, however, imitation is explained not as a result of the fear of 

being singled out for disapproval but as a form of learning. People 

observe others’ behavior, learn that this or that behavioral possibil¬ 

ity exists, and, given an appropriate opportunity, try out the be¬ 

havior for themselves. Our interest in determining the role played 

by the fear of isolation becomes more complicated. If we call it 

imitation when someone repeats what has been said or done by 
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Others, then this kind of imitation can occur for very different 

reasons. It might be because of a fear of isolation; but it might also 

reflect the desire of adding to one’s stock of knowledge, particularly 

in a democratic civilization that equates numerical majority with 

better judgment. The beauty of Asch’s laboratory experiment lies 

precisely in its ability to eliminate all such ambiguity. The subjects 

in the experiment see with their own eyes that the line selected by 

the majority as the best match is not the best match. When these 

subjects join the judgment of the majority, it must be unequivocally 

because of a fear of isolating themselves, not out of hopes of adding 

something to their repertory of behaviors or store of knowledge. 

As may already be supposed from the unpleasant ring of labels 

like “conformist” or “hanger-on,” the tendency to imitate goes 

against ideals of individal autonomy. It is not an image with which 

most people like to be identified, although many would agree that it 

might describe “the other guy.” 

The question has been raised whether the Asch length-of-line 

experiment might not have revealed an American tendency to 

conform. Stanley Milgram (1961) repeated the investigation in a 

somewhat changed form in two European countries whose popula¬ 

tions were widely regarded as being, in the one case, strikingly 

individualistic (the French) and as having, in the other, a strong 

sense of solidarity, a high level of cohesiveness (the Norwegians).“ 

Although the subjects in the Milgram version of the study heard 

rather than saw the deviating majority, this sufficed to produce the 

impression that they stood all alone in their perceptual experience. 

Most Europeans—80 percent of the Norwegians and 60 percent of 

the French—frequently or almost always joined the majority view. 

There were later variations in the experiment. For example, checks 

were run to see how the number of people who sat ahead of the 

naive subject and made correct judgments about the matching line 

affected the subject’s ability to depart from the majority view and 

say what was there before his or her eyes. 

We do not need to follow these refinements; the Asch experi¬ 

ment in its original version has served an important purpose for our 

research question. We assume that the normal individual’s fear of 

isolation sets the spiral of silence in motion, and the Asch experi¬ 

ment shows for a fact that this fear can be substantial. 

4. See in this connection a later study, Eckstein 1966. 
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And it would have to be substantial to explain the results 

brought to light by the survey research method. Only by assuming 

that people greatly fear becoming isolated can we explain the 

enormous feat they collectively accomplish in being able to say with 

accuracy and reliability which opinions are on the increase and 

which on the decrease, and do this without assistance from any 

instruments of survey research. Humans invest their attention with 

great economy. The effort spent in observing the environment is 

apparently a smaller price to pay than the risk of losing the goodwill 

of one’s fellow human beings—of becoming rejected, despised, 
alone. 

Are we denying the social nature of human beings? 

The problem is to make the attention individuals pay to group 

judgments both empirically visible and theoretically intelligible. 

Previous work on the phenomenon of imitation seems to regard 

learning as practically its only motive. Such work reveals a perva¬ 

sive tendency to deny, or at least fails to recognize, the social nature 

of human beings, unfairly defaming it with the label of “conform¬ 

ity.” Our social nature causes us to fear separation and isolation 

from our fellows and to want to be respected and liked by them. In 

all likelihood, this tendency contributes considerably to successful 

social life. But the conflict is not to be avoided. We consciously 

praise rational, independent thought and unshakable firmness in 

the judgment that we assume each person should reach by himself. 

The psychoanalyst Erich Fromm systematically sought out as 

many different domains as he could find where contradictions be¬ 

tween the conscious and the unconscious impulses of people in our 

time were as large as the contradictions Freud found in his time 

between conscious and unconscious sexuality. Among such modern 

contradictions, Fromm (1980, 26) pinpoints: 

consciousness of freedom—unconscious unfreedom 

conscious honesty—unconscious fraudulence 

consciousness of individualism—unconscious suggestibility 

consciousness of power—unconscious sense of powerlessness 

consciousness of faith—unconscious cynicism and complete 

lack of faith 

Freedom, sincerity, individualism—all these are adopted eon- 

sciously as expressions of the values we feel in our own beings, but 

they simply do not fit the ways we must assume people behave. 
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given our description of the spiral of silence. It is therefore un¬ 

reasonable to expect that people will consciously admit to a fear of 

isolation if asked directly about their motives in a survey interview. 

However, just as we are able to simulate a public situation in an 

interview in order to test for tendencies to speak out or keep quiet, 

we can also simulate the threat of isolation in the interview setting 

and observe whether respondents react to it as the hypothesis of a 

spiral of silence would lead us to expect. 

A field experiment to simulate the threat of isolation 

The procedure about to be described is called a “field experi¬ 

ment” in technical language. “Field” here stands in distinction to 

“laboratory.” The subjects remain in the field, in their natural 

setting. They are not hauled into an alien laboratory. An inter¬ 

viewer comes into their homes to ask some questions, something 

that falls a little outside the everyday, ordinary course of events yet 

approximates the familiar experience of a conversation between 

two persons. 

Why in fact do researchers stick with such a flawed and transi¬ 

tory investigative tool as the survey interview, an approach that 

provides relatively weak kinds of stimuli and is difficult to control? 

Because one gains thereby the advantage hinted at in the catchword 

“field”—the naturalness of all the conditions—and because the 

method includes the possibility of observing a representative sam¬ 

ple of the population, not just those well-known groups which can 

be obtained for laboratory purposes and on which so much of 

experimental social research rests—students, the military, and pa¬ 

tients in institutions. The very things that constitute the strength of 

the laboratory approach—its possibilities of painstaking control 

and of planned variations in the conditions that might influence 

results—are the things that also constitute its weakness. Those 

portions of real life that may play a decisive role in the behavior one 

wants to investigate may well unintentionally be cut out by the 
laboratory setting. 

Smoking in the presence of nonsmokers: the threat test 

Our first attempt to simulate the dangers of social isolation in a 

field experiment occurred in 1976 and dealt with the topic “Smok¬ 

ing in the presence of nonsmokers” (Noelle-Neumann 1977a, esp. 

154-55). This theme seemed suitable since public opinion on the 

topic was still developing and the strength of the two main camps 
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seemed to be fairly well balanced. In a hypothetical dialogue, which 

was read aloud during the interview, 44 percent selected the follow¬ 

ing point of view: “In the presence of nonsmokers one should 

refrain from smoking. To smoke would be inconsiderate; for those 

who do not smoke, it is very unpleasant to have to breathe smoke- 

filled air.” Exactly the same percentage, 44, took the opposite 

stance: “One can’t expect people to refrain from smoking just 

because nonsmokers are present; it’s really not that much of an 

annoyance to them anyway.” In a test of willingness to speak out on 

the subject or the tendency to keep quiet, 45 percent of the critics of 

smoking in the presence of nonsmokers and 43 percent of those who 

defended the rights of smokers declared themselves ready and 

willing to participate in a discussion on this topic while riding on a 
train.^ 

We move now to simulating the danger of social isolation: The 

core of the series of questions that we asked our representative 

cross-section of 2,000 persons was framed in the format of the train 
test: 

1. Use the two statements already presented to obtain the per¬ 

sonal opinion of the respondent about the issue of smoking in 
the presence of nonsmokers. 

2. Obtain an estimate of what they suppose “most people” think 

about the topic by asking: “Now, regardless of your own 

opinion, what do you think most people think about this? Are 

most people here in the Federal Republic of the opinion that 

smokers should refrain from smoking in the presence of non- 

smokers, or that smokers should continue to smoke if they 

wish?” (Results for the total population: 31 percent, “Most 

think smokers should refrain from smoking in the presence of 

nonsmokers”; 28 percent, “Most think smokers can continue 

their smoking”; 31 percent, “Opinion is equally divided”; 10 

percent, “Impossible to say.”) 

3. Test for speaking up or keeping quiet: “Suppose you are faced 

with a five-hour train ride, and someone in your compartment 

strikes up conversation and says: ‘In the presence of nonsmok¬ 

ers, people ought to refrain from smoking.’ Would you want to 

join in this conversation, or would you not think it worth your 

while?” (In every other interview the fellow train traveler was 

given the point of view that “One cannot require someone to 

5. Allensbach Archives, survey 3037. 
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refrain from smoking just because there are nonsmokers pres¬ 

ent.”) 
4. Determine whether the respondent is a smoker or a non- 

smoker. 

In order to simulate the threat of social isolation, the 2,000 respon¬ 

dents were divided into two representative groups of 1,000. The 

experimental group, i.e. the group that was to be subjected to the 

experimental factor of a threat of social isolation, was shown a 

sketch of two persons engaged in a conversation. One of them 

exclaims: “It seems to me that smokers are terribly inconsiderate. 

They force others to inhale their health-endangering smoke.” The 

other person begins to answer: “Well, I . . .” The model for this 

question comes from the sentence-completion approach used in 

diagnostic psychology (fig. 19). The text of the lead-in question 

runs: “Here are two men in conversation. The upper one has just 

said something. Would you read it please. The lower one was 

interrupted in mid-sentence, but what do you think the lower one 

would have answered? How might he have finished the sentence he 

started?” With this invitation should come a strong increase in the 

otherwise weak stimuli that may occur when one simply listens 

passively to someone scolding those who smoke in the presence of 

nonsmokers. That such a sentence-completion test does not de¬ 

mand too much of people in a representative sample or overtax the 

possibilities of a survey interview can be seen by the fact that fully 88 

percent of the respondents completed the sentence from the sketch. 

The second sample of 1,000 persons constituted the control 

group. It was treated exactly like the experimental group in every 

respect, with the sole difference that the sentence-completion test 

and its threat of social isolation were missing. Following the logic of 

the controlled experiment, any overall differences in results that are 

found when the experimental group is compared to the control 

group can be traced back to the threat test, since all conditions 

otherwise were the same. 

The results confirmed the expectation. After being threatened 

verbally, smokers who had defended their right to smoke in the 

presence of nonsmokers showed noticeably less interest in taking 

part in a discussion on this topic in a train compartment (table 8). 

Smokers are particularly intimidated when a double threat of 

isolation is simulated. First they are given the sentence-completion 

test with a radical opponent of smoking in the presence of nonsmok- 
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Figure 19 

The Threat Test 
Picture used,with a sentence-completion test in an interview with 
smokers to simulate the reality of being intimidated by a stronq contrary 
winion. The necessity of completing the sentence which has been started 
leads to experiencing the situation more intensely. Afterwards, one 

whether the verbal threat has influenced the tendency to 
speak out or remain silent. ’ 

' "It seems to me that 
smokers are terribly 
inconsiderate. Thev 

ers, and then they are faced with a fellow traveler in the train 

compartment who opens the conversation with the demand that “in 

the presence of nonsmokers people ought to refrain from smok¬ 

ing.” Under these conditions, only 23 percent of the smokers are 

inclined to participate in the conversation. 

Empirical tests can also make the other side of the spiral of 

silence visible. Nonsmokers tend to be less self-assured and conse¬ 

quently less inclined to try to make their point of view stick. When 

the sentence-completion test shows them, however, that they are by 

no means alone in their views, they become noticeably more in¬ 

clined to join in the conversation (table 9). Shyer nonsmokers reach 

a high point in their readiness to speak up when, besides having an 
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Table 8. Train test of the silence hypothesis: danger of isolation will 
lead people to be silent 

An aggressive climate of opinion can be simulated in an interview. After 
the threat test, smokers are less prone to speak out in their own defense. 

Smokers who claim the right to smoke 
even in the presence of nonsmokers 

where the danger of 
social isolation has 

not been made clear 
(%) 

where the danger 
of social isolation 

has been made clear 
(%) 

Willing to participate in 

a conversation on the 

topic of smoking in the 

presence of nonsmokers? 

Yes 49 40 

No 41 45 

Undecided 10 15 

100 100 

N = 225 253 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 3037, December 1976 

aggressive champion in the threat test, their fellow traveler in the 

train compartment forcefully declares that people should refrain 

from smoking in the presence of nonsmokers. Under these cir¬ 

cumstances, only 23 percent of the smokers are inclined to join in, 

as against 56 percent of the nonsmokers. One can see how, as the 

spiral of silence runs its course, the standpoint that it is unconscion¬ 

able to smoke in the presence of nonsmokers can become dominant 

to the point where it is impossible for a smoker publicly to take the 

opposite position—that smokers ought to be allowed to smoke even 

in the presence of non-smokers. What is being expressed here is 

quite evidently a cumulative effect; step by step, through hostile 

responses of the environment, one becomes unnerved. The more 

self-assured smokers do not react to the threat test by itself. When, 

immediately following the threat test, they are placed in a train 

compartment with someone who represents their own point of 

view—that smoking in the presence of nonsmokers is all right— 

they forget the previous threat. With it, 54 percent, and without it, 

55 percent, are inclined to join in the conversation. 
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Table 9. Train test of the silence hypothesis: with social support, 
nonsmokers become more inclined to talk 

Nonsmokers who ask that smokers 
refrain from smoking in the presence 

of nonsmokers 

without the social 
support of an 

aggressive person 
of similar views 

(%) 

with the social 
support of an 

aggressive person 
of similar views 

(%) 

Willing to participate in 

a conversation on the 

topic of smoking in the 

presence of nonsmokers? 

Yes 37 48 
No 51 37 

Undecided 12 15 

100 100 

N = 330 297 

Source; Allensbach Archives, survey 3037, December 1976 

If, however, following the threat test, another unsettling ex¬ 

perience occurs—the fellow train traveler also thunders against 

smoking in the presence of nonsmokers—then smokers prefer to 

take refuge in silence (table 10). For people who are less self- 

confident, a lesser threat of isolation will suffice. Women, for 

example, and members of the lower classes generally react to the 

threat test alone and are not immediately reassured merely by 

having a fellow traveler take their point of view (table 11). 

Reacting to interview situations as though they were reality 

The results of the threat test not only allow us to unveil the 

process of the spiral of silence; they lead us further in another 

respect. They encourage the assumption that many people have the 

imagination to experience situations described in an interview so 

vividly that they react to them as if they were reality. So we do not 

have to do our research in a secret laboratory, complete with 

railroad train and scientists, disguised as fellow travelers, conduct¬ 

ing their experiments on outspokenness versus silence with unsus- 
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Table 10. Train test of the spiral of silence among self-assured smokers 

In the presence of someone sympathetic to their views in a train compart¬ 
ment, smokers are willing to speak up even when they have been 
threatened previously. 

Smokers who claim the 
right to smoke even in the 
presence of nonsmokers 

where the 
danger of 

social isolation 
has not been 
made clear 

(%) 

where the 
danger of 

social isolation 
has been 

made clear 
(%) 

Willing to participate in a conversa¬ 

tion on the topic of smoking in the 

presence of nonsmokers when a 

fellow traveler has shown sympathy 

for smokers by saying “You can’t 

expect people not to smoke just 

because nonsmokers are present”? 

Yes 55 54 

No 33 30 

Undecided 12 16 

100 100 

N = 119 135 

In a hostile conversational environment, smokers too 
especially if they have previously been threatened. 

are intimidated. 

Willing to participate in a conversa- 

tion on the topic of smoking in the 

presence of nonsmokers when a 

fellow traveler has attacked smok¬ 

ers by saying: “In the presence of 

nonsmokers you should refrain 

from smoking”? 

Yes 41 23 

No 51 63 
Undecided 8 14 

100 100 

N = 106 118 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 3037, December 1976 
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Table 11. Train test of the spiral of silence among less self-confident 
smokers: women 

After a double-barreled verbal threat, most women smokers are reduced to 
silence 

Women smokers who claim the 
right to smoke even in the 
presence of nonsmokers 

where the where the 
danger of danger of 

social isolation social isolation 
has not been has been 
made clear made clear 

(%) (%) 

Willing to participate in a 

conversation on the topic of 

smoking in the presence of 

nonsmokers when a fellow traveler 

has attacked smokers by saying: 

“In the presence of nonsmokers, 

you should refrain from smoking”? 

Yes 42 10 
No 54 74 
Undecided 4 16 

100 100 

N= 48 49 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 3037, December 1976 

pecting subjects. Nevertheless, in developing the instruments for 

use in our interviews, we encountered repeated disappointments. 

We wanted to go one step further and see if we could make it 

empirically evident that certain points of view were so stigmatized, 

so despised, that to adopt them was to isolate oneself. For this 

purpose we included a test in a number of Allensbach surveys in 

1976 which used a drawing that was supposed to be a visual pre¬ 

sentation of social isolation. At one end of a table a number of 

people are shown, congenially close to each other, while at the 

other end one person sits alone. Cartoonists’ balloons plant the 

suggestion that an argument is taking place involving the members 

of the group and the loner. The test consisted of asking the respon¬ 

dents to assign particular points of view to the loner. For example. 
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what does the isolated person stand up for? Is he in favor of allowing 

members of the German Communist Party to become judges, or is 

he against it? 
The text of the question ran: “Coming back, now, to the earlier 

question whether someone who is a member of the German Com¬ 

munist Party should be appointed as a judge—here you see several 

people talking about that issue. There are two opinions: one favors 

appointing such men as judges and one opposes such appointments. 

What do you think the individual sitting alone here might have said? 

That he is in favor of, or that he is against, appointing a communist 

as a judge?” (figs. 20, 21). 

A test that did not work 

The picture of people around the table turned out to be some¬ 

thing like the unresponsive household scales already mentioned—it 

showed no results. There was a substantially high proportion of 

“don’t know” answers, 33 percent, which in itself pointed toward 

the possibility that people’s imaginations were being overtaxed. 

Furthermore, the point of view that was put into the mouth of the 

evidently isolated person at the table seemed to have nothing to do 

with minority or majority opinion. Although response to the direct 

question, “Should members of the Communist Party be allowed to 

become judges?” resulted in a resounding majority “no” at the time 

it was asked (60 percent no, 18 percent yes, in April 1976), and 

although the population knew perfectly well which point of view 

Figure 20 

The Isolation Test 
Question; "Which opinion does the lone person at the end of the table represent?" 

Proposed test for determining whether certain points 
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Figure 21 

The Isolation Test 

Second version; Instead of sitting at a table, the group is standing. 

The test was sometimes misunderstood; the isolated person 

was thought to be a superior. 

was in the majority and which might tend to isolate a person (80 

percent said most people do not want members of the Communist 

Party as judges while only 2 percent said most people have nothing 

against it), the guesses about which opinion the loner in the picture 

expressed were distributed almost equally between supposing that 

he was in favor of allowing communists to become judges (33 

percent) and supposing that he was opposed (34 percent). Judging 

from the actual, and quite correctly estimated, popular opinion at 

this time, most of the people should have taken him to be an 

advocate of the notion that “a member of the Communist Party 

should be able to be appointed as one of our judges”—that is, if 

people were actually aware that unpopular opinions might lead to 

isolation, and if they saw the man at the end of the table as isolated. 

Was the effect of the scene at the table too intimate? Was it 

insufficiently public? Does someone sitting at the end of a table still 

belong to the group and therefore not seem isolated to our respon¬ 

dents? 
In any event, the second test picture, in which people stood 

rather than sat, turned out to be somewhat more useful. This time 

only 21 percent were undecided, and most others (46 percent) 

guessed that the isolated person represented the minority position, 

that is, that members of the Communist Party should be given 

access to judgeships. Even so, 33 percent came down on the oppo- 
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site side. Those who themselves took the position that one should 

allow communists the chance to become judges turned out to have a 

sharper sensitivity to the isolating possibilities of their position; 

they identified the isolated person with this opinion to the tune of 65 

percent (table 12). This test, however, also proved unsatisfactory; 

even in the instance of an overwhelming majority opinion on a 

particular side, the results were too unclear. For example, during 

another test run with the same pictures but using a less polarized 

issue, a completely unexpected misunderstanding showed up. The 

question was: “Who would you like to have as the next Federal 

Chancellor?” Forty-four percent said Helmut Schmidt and 35 per¬ 

cent said Helmut Kohl (April 1976). Each of these two groups, 

however, tended to assign their own point of view to the person 

standing off by himself. 

For the time being the test was given up; later (see the end of 

chapter 22) we will encounter it again, albeit with a different di¬ 

agnostic assignment. We did not, however, give up the goal we had 

pursued with these picture tests: finding an empirical check for 

whether people knew which points of view would tend to isolate a 

person. For the spiral of silence to work, of course, it would be 

sufficient if such knowledge existed only unconsciously. The 

tendency indicated by Fromm’s work for each person to feel con¬ 

scious of himself or herself as an individual, an emancipated citizen, 

and the concomitant neglect of efforts to make us conscious of our 

social nature (surely a more appropriate term than Fromm’s depre¬ 

catory “mass man”), are hardly conducive to conscious observa¬ 

tions and admissions of the type we seek. Nevertheless, despite its 

weaknesses the survey interview can provide clear evidence that 

people know which opinions at a particular time are liable to result 

in social isolation. To achieve this result, the test question had to be 

sharpened, and it had to involve such an extreme situation that even 

a thick-skinned person would clearly recognize the inherent dan¬ 
gers of isolation. 

Who gets their tires slashed? 

Shortly before the federal elections in September 1976, two 

questions of the following type appeared in Allensbach interviews. 

One ran: “Here is a picture of a car that has had its tire slashed. On 

the right rear window is a sticker for a political party, but you can’t 

read which party the sticker was for. What is your guess: with which 

party’s stickers do people run the greatest risk of having a tire 
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Table 12. Member of the German Communist Party as a judge? A test 
of social isolation 

Does the population realize that certain points of view expose their adher¬ 
ents to the risk of social isolation? Question: “Coming back to our earlier 
question, whether someone who is in the German Communist Party should 
be appointed as a judge. . . . here you see several people who are talking 
about that issue. There are two opinions: one in favor of appointing such 
men as judges and one opposing such appointments. What do you think this 
individual standing here alone might have said? (In every other interview it 
read: “sitting alone at the table.”) That he is in favor, or that he opposes 
appointing a communist as a judge?” 

Presentation of a picture with 

Total population 
persons sitting 

(%) 
persons standing 

(%) 

The person off by himself is— 

in favor of appointing 

Communist Party members as 

judges 33 46 
opposed 34 33 

Undecided 33 21 

100 100 

N = 466 516 

Those who hold the minority opinion—Communist Party members should 
be allowed to be judges—know better than the general population that one 
isolates oneself from other people by adopting this position. 

Holders of the minority 
opinion—Communist Party 
members should be able to be 
judges 

The person off by himself is— 

in favor of appointing 

Communist Party members as 

judges 45 65 

opposed 29 21 

Undecided 26 14 

100 100 

N= 83 79 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 3028, April 1976 
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slashed?” (table 13). Almost half the sample, 45 percent, left the 

question unanswered. Nevertheless, the result was clear. Those 

who did answer differentiated sharply among the three parties 

represented in parliament: 21 percent named the Christian Demo¬ 

cratic Union, 9 percent the Social Democratic Party, and 1 percent 

the Free Democrats (or Liberals). Table 13 shows the complete 

Table 13. The development of further tests to measure the climate 
of opinion 

Which opinions can iso¬ 
late a person? Question: 
“Here is a picture of a car 
that has had its tire 
slashed. On the right rear 
window there is a sticker 
for a political party, but 
you can’t read which party 
the sticker was for. What 
is your guess: With which 
party’s stickers do people 
run the greatest risk of 
having a tire slashed?” 

September 1976 

Christian Social Free 
Demo- Demo- Demo- 

Total cratic cratic cratic 
population supporters supporters supporters 

(%) (%) (%) (%) 

Christian Democratic 

Union 21 28 12 21 
Social Democratic Party 9 7 11 13 
Free Democratic Party 

(Liberals) 1 2 X 4 
National Democratic 

Party of Germany 11 10 12 10 
Communist parties 16 14 22 15 
No definite response 45 42 46 43 

103 103 103 106 
N = 556 263 238 45 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 2189; x = less than 0.5% 
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results. Christian Democratic supporters felt themselves most en¬ 

dangered; Free Democratic supporters were aware of their own 

lesser danger and of the relatively greater danger run by Christian 

Democratic supporters. Social Democratic supporters did not feel 

themselves particularly endangered; if they had, they would have 

estimated their own danger as substantially higher than the esti¬ 

mates they gave the other parties, and this was not the case. 

The second test question from this series was superior to the 

first; it led to fewer refusals and it dealt with behavior that was more 

permissible than damaging other people’s property. Consequently, 

the second question provided a more realistic indication of what 

people regarded as popular or unpopular; it provided a better 

simulation of the signals that indicate public rejection. In any event, 

it clearly made supporters of the Social Democratic Party and the 

Free Democratic Party less inhibited in indicating their feelings 
about being accepted. 

The question ran: “I want to tell you now about another case 

and ask you what you think. Someone drives into a strange city and 

can’t find a parking space. He finally gets out of the car and asks a 

pedestrian, ‘Can you tell me, please, where I can find a place to 

park?’ The pedestrian replies, ‘Ask somebody else, buddy!’ and 

walks away. I should mention that the driver is wearing a political 

badge on his jacket. What do you think: which party did this badge 

support? What is your guess?” (table 14). 

Fully 25 percent of the Social Democratic supporters, and 28 

percent of the Liberals guessed that it was a Christian Democratic 

badge, more than double the number who named the Social Demo¬ 

crats. The Christian Democratic supporters apparently hesitated to 

admit their own unpopularity (table 14). In that month, September 

1976, as we have already noticed, the tendency to deny having 

voted for the Christian Democratic Union during the previous 

election—a tendency that had evened out for a while—reached its 

highest point. 

Nevertheless, the psychological situation for Christian Demo¬ 

cratic supporters was much less threatening at that point than it had 

been four years earlier during the federal election of 1972. We see 

this from the answers to a question which symbolically threatened 

public isolation. The question was asked in both 1972 and 1976 in 

postelection studies and ran: “In the election campaign, posters 

again were ripped up and defaced. According to what you saw, 

which party’s posters were most often damaged?” In 1972, the 
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Table 14. Test question for the climate of opinion: What points of view 
may cause social isolation? 

Question: “I want to tell you, now, about another case and ask you what 
you think. Someone drives into a strange city and can’t find a parking space. 
He finally gets out of the car and asks a pedestrian: ‘Can you tell me, please, 
where I can find a place to park?’ The pedestrian replies, ‘Ask somebody 
else, buddy!’ and walks away. I should mention that the driver is wearing a 
political badge on his jacket. What do you think: Which party did this badge 
support? What is your guess?” 

September 1976 

Answers 

Total 
population 

(%) 

Christian 
Demo¬ 
cratic 

supporters 
(%) 

Social 
Demo¬ 
cratic 

supporters 
(%) 

Free 
Demo¬ 
cratic 

supporters 
(%) 

Christian Democratic 

Union 23 21 25 28 
Social Democratic Party 14 19 12 8 
Free Democratic Party 

(Liberals) 2 4 1 X 

National Democratic 

Party of Germany 8 7 10 7 
Communist parties 21 21 21 21 
No definite response 35 34 35 40 

103 106 104 104 
N = 546 223 264 50 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 2189 

Christian Democratic Union was named by a wide margin; that is, 

31 percent regarded Christian Democratic posters as subject to the 

most damage, while the Social Democrats came in second with 7 

percent. In 1976, the Christian Democratic posters were again most 

often seen as the most damaged, although now by only 23 percent 
instead of 31 percent (table 15). 

Slashed tires, defaced or torn posters, help refused to a lost 

stranger—questions of this kind demonstrate that people can be on 

uncomfortable or even dangerous ground when the climate of 

opinion runs counter to their views. When people attempt to avoid 

isolation, they are not responding hypersensitively to trivialities; 
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Table 15. Destroying and defacing posters: a symbolic threat of isolation 

Question: “In the election campaign, posters again were ripped up and 
defaced. According to what you saw, which party’s posters were most often 
damaged?”* 

Postelection 
studies 

1972 1976 
(%) (%) 

Posters from the — 

Christian Democratic Union 31 23 
Social Democratic Party 7 12 
Free Democratic Party (Liberals) 1 2 
All the same 27 22 

Don’t know 35 41 

101 100 

N= 912 990 

*The wording of the question in 1972 was slightly different: . which party, more 

than the rest, had damage done to its posters?” 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2129, 2191 

these are existential issues that can involve real hazards. Society 

demands quick conformity over issues that are undergoing change. 

It must require this to maintain a sufficient degree of unity to remain 

integrated. As a German jurist, Rudolph von Ihering (1883,242; cf. 

325) noted in his essay Der Zweck im Recht (Intention in Law), the 

disapproval that punishes someone who strays from the majority 

view does not have the rational character of the disapproval that 

arises from “an incorrect logical conclusion, a mistake in solving an 

arithmetic problem, or an unsuccessful work of art; rather it is 

expressed as the conscious or unconscious practical reaction of the 

community to injury of its interests, a defense for the purposes of 

common security.” 



^ Public Opinion: 
What Is It? 

“Well, I still don’t know what public 

opinion is,” said a participant in the morning session of a confer¬ 

ence about public opinion as he left the auditorium for the noon 

break. That was in 1961 in Baden-Baden at a symposium of media 

practitioners and researchers. He was not alone in his annoyance. 

Generations of philosophers, jurists, historians, political theorists, 

and journalism scholars have torn their hair in the attempt to 

provide a clear definition of public opinion. 

Fifty definitions 
Moreover, no progress has been made since that time. On the 

contrary, the concept unraveled and dissolved more and more until 

it was for all practical purposes useless. In the mid-1960s a Prince¬ 

ton professor, Harwood Childs (1965, 14—26), undertook the te¬ 

dious task of collecting definitions and was able to assemble around 

fifty from the literature. In the fifties and sixties, the demand to 

abandon the concept increased. Public opinion was said to be a 

fiction that belonged in a museum of the history of ideas; it could 

only be of historical interest. Remarkably enough, this was of no 

avail. “The concept simply refuses to die,” complained a German 

professor of journalism, Emil Dovifat (1962, 108). Also in 1962, in 

his inaugural dissertation, “Structural Change in the Concept of the 

Public: An Investigation of a Category in Bourgeois Society,” 

Jürgen Habermas commented that “not only colloquial usage . . . 

clings to it, but so do scientists and scholars, especially those in 

jurisprudence, political studies, and sociology, who are apparently 

incapable of replacing traditional categories such as ‘public opinion’ 

with more precise terms” (1962, 13). 

W. Phillips Davison, professor of journalism at Columbia Uni¬ 

versity, began his article “Public Opinion,” written for the 1968 

edition of the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 

with the sentence: “There is no generally accepted definition of 

‘public opinion.’ Nevertheless,” he continued, “the term has been 

employed with increasing frequency. . . . Efforts to define the term 

have led to such expressions of frustration as ‘public opinion is not 
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the name of some thing, but a classification of a number of 
somethings’” (Davison 1968, esp. 188). Here he cites Childs’s 
collection of some fifty definitions. 

This perplexity is found also in the writings of the German 
historian Hermann Oncken, who, in an article published in 1904, 
put it thus: “Whoever desires to grasp and define [the concept of 
public opinion] will recognize quickly that he is dealing with a 
Proteus, a being that appears simultaneously in a thousand guises, 
both visible and as a phantom, impotent and surprisingly effica¬ 
cious, which presents itself in innumerable transformations and is 
forever slipping through our fingers just as we believe we have a 
firm grip on it. . . . That which floats and flows cannot be under¬ 
stood by being locked up in a formula. . . . After all, when asked, 
everyone knows exactly what public opinion means” (Oncken 
1914, esp. 224-25, 236). 

It is remarkable that a scholar of Oncken’s sagacity and con¬ 
ceptual power retreats to the evasion “after all . . . everyone 
knows” and reduces the search for definitions, which are the pre¬ 
requisites for applying the scientific method, to “locking up in a 
formula.” 

The spiral of silence as a process that creates and spreads 
public opinion 

In the early 1970s, I was developing the hypothesis of the spiral 
of silence in an effort to clarify the puzzling findings of 1965—voting 
intentions that did not change, yet an increasing expectation that 
one side would win. At that point I began to ask myself whether we 
perhaps had a handle on a part of that monster, “public opinion.” 
“In innumerable transformations and . . . forever slipping through 
our fingers,” as Oncken described it (1914, 225). The spiral of 
silence might be one of the forms in which public opinion appeared; 
it might be a process through which a new, youthful public opinion 
develops or whereby the transformed meaning of an old opinion 
spreads. If this were so, it would still be necessary to attempt a 
definition of public opinion, in order to avoid having to state that 
“the spiral of silence is that process by which something indefinable 
is spread.” 

The scholarly controversy swirled around both parts of the 
concept, around both “public” and “opinion.” 
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Meinung and “opinion” are understood differently 

For the meaning of what in German is termed Meinung (opin¬ 

ion), our research led back to Plato’s Republic. On the occasion of a 

festival in the port city of Piraeus, in a discussion on the state with 

Glaucon and other friends, Socrates works out an idea of opinion 

which is roughly the same as the traditional German one: 

Think you then, said I, that opinion is more obscure than 
knowledge, but clearer than ignorance? 

Far, said he. 
Does it lie then between them both? 
Yes. 
Opinion then is between the two? 
Entirely so. (Plato 1900, 165-66) 

Opinion takes a middle position. As Plato saw it, it was not 

completely worthless. However, many other voices differentiated it 

only negatively from knowledge, belief, and conviction. Kant 

(1893,498) characterized opinion as “insufficient judgment, subjec¬ 

tively as well as objectively.” The Anglo-Saxons and the French, in 

contrast, saw “opinion” as more complex. They left it open how 

valuable or worthless opinion might be, but considered it the uni¬ 

fied agreement of a population or a particular segment of the 

population. “Common opinion” is what the English social philos¬ 

opher David Hume called it in a work published in 1739 (Hume 

1896, 411). Agreement and a sense of the common is what lay 

behind the English and French “opinion.” 

Agreement that demands recognition 

In the context of what we have learned about the spiral of 

silence, the French and English approach makes much more sense 

than the German preoccupation with the value or lack of value of 

opinion. Individuals would observe the consensus in their environ¬ 

ment and contrast it with their own behavior. It was not thereby 

necessarily the consensus of opinion that would be at issue; it might 

deal with concurrent behavior—wearing or not wearing a badge, 

offering one’s seat to an old person or remaining seated in a public 

vehicle. For the spiral of silence process, it was immaterial whether 

a person isolated himself through an opinion or through behavior. 

These considerations forced us to see that, in the definition we 

sought, opinion was to be understood as a synonym for the expres¬ 

sion of something regarded as acceptable, thereby hinting at the 
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element of consensus or agreement found in the English and F*rench 
usage. 

Three meanings of “public” 

The interpretation of “public” proved to be at least as critical 

as that of “opinion.” Many scholars have argued over the concept 

“public.” As Habermas contended, “the use of ‘public’ and of ‘the 

public’ betrays a multiplicity of competing meanings” (1962, 13). 

To begin with, there is the legal sense of “public,” which empha¬ 

sizes the etymological aspect of its openness: it is open to every- 

one^a public place, a public path, a public trial—as distinguished 

from the private sphere (from the Latin privare), something distin¬ 

guished or set aside as one’s own. A second meaning can be found in 

the concepts of public rights and public force. Here “public” ex¬ 

presses some involvement of the state. According to this second 

usage, “public” has to do with public interests, as expressed, for 

example, in the phrase “the public responsibility of journalists.” 

This means we are dealing with issues or problems that concern us 

all, that concern the general welfare. States base the legalized use of 

force on this principle: the single individual has surrendered the 

possibility of using force to the organs of the state. The state has the 

monopoly to use force. Finally, in the phrase “public opinion,” 

“public” must have a related but different meaning. Legal scholars 

such as Ihering and von Holtzendorff have marveled at the amazing 

power public opinion has in making regulations, norms, and moral 

rules prevail over the individual without ever troubling legislators, 

governments, or courts for assistance. “It is cheap” was the praise 

public opinion received in 1898 from the American sociologist 

Edward Ross (1969, 95). The equation of “public opinion” with 

“ruling opinion” runs like a common thread through its many 

definitions. This speaks to the fact that something or other clinging 

to public opinion sets up conditions that move individuals to act, 

even against their own wills. 

The social skin 
The third meaning of “public” could be characterized as social- 

psychological. The individual does not live only in that inner space 

where he thinks and feels. His life is also turned outside, not just to 

other persons, but also the collectivity as a whole. Under certain 

conditions (I am thinking of the famous distinction of Ferdinand 

Tönnies, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft), the exposed individual is 
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sheltered by the intimacy and trust engendered through, for exam¬ 

ple, a shared religion. In great civilizations, however, the individual 

stands exposed even more openly to the demands of society (Tön¬ 

nies 1922, 69, 80). What is it that “exposes” the individual and 

continually requires that he attend to the social dimension around 

him? It is fear of isolation, fear of disrespect, or unpopularity; it is a 

need for consensus. This makes a person want to focus his attention 

on the environment, thus leading to an awareness of the “public 

eye.” Ordinary individuals always know whether they are exposed 

to or hidden from the public view, and they conduct themselves 

accordingly. To be sure, people seem to differ greatly in the way 

they are affected by this awareness. The individual directs his 

anxious attention toward this anonymous court, which deals out 

popularity and unpopularity, respect and scorn. 
Fascinated by the ideal of the self-reliant, independent indi¬ 

vidual, scholars have hardly noticed the existence of the isolated 

individual fearful of the opinion of his peers. Instead, they have 

explored many other possible meanings and dimensions of the 

concept, often as barren academic exercises. They have considered 

the content of public opinion: this is assumed to consist of relevant, 

“public affairs” issues. Next they have considered whose opinion 

constitutes public opinion: those persons in a community who are 

ready and in the position to express themselves responsibly about 

questions of public relevance and thereby exercise an office of 

criticism and control over the government in the name of the 

governed. They have also considered the forms of public opinion: 

those which are openly expressed and are therefore generally ac¬ 

cessible—opinions made public, and particularly those made public 

in the mass media. Only the social-pyschological aspect of “public” 

seems practically to have been neglected in the twentieth century’s 

wealth of definitions. Yet this is the meaning felt by people in their 

sensitive social skin, their social nature. 

Opinions that one can express in public without isolating oneself 

In the preceding chapters I have tried to identify elements that 

seem to be linked with the process of public opinion and are 

amenable to empirical investigation: (1) the human ability to realize 

when public opinions grow in strength or weaken; (2) the reactions 

to this realization, leading either to more confident speech or to 

silence; and (3) the fear of isolation that makes most people willing 

to heed the opinion of others. It is on these three elements that an 

operational definition of public opinion may be built: opinions on 
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controversial issues that one can express in public without isolating 

oneself. This definition, then, will serve as our tentative guideline 
for further investigations. 

Of course, this interpretation of public opinion needs to be 

supplemented, because it applies only to situations in which opin¬ 

ions vie with one another, whenever newly arising ideas are being 

approved or existing conceptions overthrown. Ferdinand Tönnies, 

in his 1922 publication Kritik der Öffentlichen Meinung (Critique of 

Public Opinion), was of the view that public opinion existed in 

various degrees or states of aggregation: solid, fluid, and gaseous 

(1922, 137-38). If one uses Tönnies’s analogy, the spiral of silence 

appears only during the fluid state. For instance, when one camp 

speaks of Radikalenerlass, not allowing radicals into public service 

jobs, and the other camp speaks of Berufsverbot, prevention of a 

person’s right to pursue his or her profession, then each camp has its 

own language, and we can follow the movement of the spiral of 

silence by noting the frequency with which each term is used by the 

majority. Where opinions and forms of behavior have gained a firm 

hold, where they have become custom or tradition, we can no 

longer recognize an element of controversy in them. The controver¬ 

sial element, a prerequisite for the potential of isolation, enters only 

after a violation, when firmly established public opinion, tradition, 

and morals have been injured. In the late nineteenth century, Franz 

von Holtzendorff (1879-80, 74) spoke of the “censor’s office” of 

public opinion, and von Ihering (1883, 340) called it the “task- 

mistress of all things moral,” removing from it all trace of the 

intellectual. This is what he meant when he spoke of the conscious 

or unconscious “reaction of an interest against its own injury, a 

defense in the service of the common security” (Ihering 1883,242). 

The definition of public opinion remains to be completed; for in the 

field of consolidated traditions, morals, and, above all, norms, the 

opinions and behaviors of public opinion are opinions and be¬ 

haviors that one: must express or adopt if one is not going to isolate 

oneself. The existing order is preserved on the one hand by the 

individual’s fear of isolation and his need to be accepted; and on the 

other by the public’s demand, carrying the weight of a court sen¬ 

tence, that we conform to established opinions and behaviors. 

Public opinion as approval and disapproval 

Can a proper definition ignore what has been presented as 

public opinion in hundreds of books, that is, opinion only about 

matters of political significance? By our definition, public opinion— 
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whether it refers to change or to defending established and consoli¬ 

dated positions—is not restricted in subject matter. What we are 

speaking of is the approval and disapproval of publicly observable 

positions and behavior. We are speaking of the approval or dis¬ 

approval that makes itself noticeable to the individual. The spiral of 

silence is a reaction to openly visible approval and disapproval 

among shifting constellations of values. The question of whose 

opinion should count is equally unrestricted. In this view, public 

opinion is not just a matter for those who feel a calling, or for 

talented critics—the “politically functioning public” of Habermas 

(1962, 117). Everyone is involved. 

A venture into the past: Machiavelli, Shakespeare, Montaigne 

To find out whether the concept of public opinion as it has 

developed out of the spiral of silence is well founded, we may go 

back two hundred years and to the land in which the term “public 

opinion” first appeared—eighteenth-century France. In a famous 

novel first published in 1782, Les Liaisons Dangereuses,C\\od&r\o% 

de Laclos casually uses the term I’opinion publique as everyday 

language. Laclos’s passage concerns an exchange of letters between 

a sophisticated woman and a young lady. The older woman advises 

her friend against keeping company with a man of bad repute: “You 

believe him capable of change for the better, yes, and let us further 

assume that this miracle actually occurs. Would not public opinion 

persist in remaining against him, and would not this suffice to make 

you adjust your relationship with him accordingly?” (Choderlos de 

Laclos 1926, 1:89). 

We find public opinion active here as a court of judgment in 

spheres far removed from politics and far removed from persons 

especially distinguished by their political judgment. The author of 

the letter assumes that the vaguely described and anonymous group 

characterized as the public will, through its opinion, so influence the 

recipient of the letter as to lead to appropriate adjustments in her 

behavior. But we can go back even further into the past, to a time 

before the expression “public opinion” had been coined. Here we 

encounter the same anonymous court passing judgments, and, 

although under a different name, it bears witness to an almost 

identical conflict. Shakespeare describes an exchange between King 

Henry IV and his son, the future Henry V. The king reprimands his 

son for being seen too often in bad company. He should have more 

regard for opinion. Opinion is of the greatest importance: the king 
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says that he himself was raised by opinion to the throne: “Opinion 

that did help me to the crown” {Henry IV, Part I, act 3). If 

Shakespeare could use “opinion” so decidedly on the stage at the 

end of the sixteenth century, then it is not surprising that the longer 

expression “public opinion” was first coined not in England but in 

France. The English word “opinion” apparently contained enough 

of the element of “publicness”—the court-of-judgment quality by 

which reputations were created and destroyed—that it did not 

require the additional element of “public” at all. 

The idea that a ruler or a future king must pay attention to the 

opinion of his environment, to his general public, was certainly 

nothing odd or new to Shakespeare. His century was acquainted 

with Machiavelli’s 1514 The Prince, which contained important 

sections advising rulers on how best to deal with the public. There 

are never, says Machiavelli, more than a few who “feel” a govern¬ 

ment or, one can translate, who feel themselves directly affected by 

it. But everyone sees it, and everything depends on its seeming, in 

the eyes of its viewers, to be powerful and virtuous. “The vulgar are 

always taken by appearances.” “It is not, therefore, necessary for a 

prince to have all the desirable qualities [mercy, faithfulness, 

humanity, sincerity, religiousness, etc.], but it is very necessary to 

seem to have them.” The prince, Machiavelli said, must avoid 

everything that could lead to his becoming hated or that might make 

him appear contemptible. He must trouble himself to make sure 

that the people are satisfied with him (Machiavelli 1950, 64—66, 56, 

67; Rusciano n.d., 35, 40, 33, 25, 37). 

The theory that lay at the foundation of Henry I V’s admonition 

to his son ran like this in Machiavelli’s Discourses on the First 

Decade of Livius’ Roman History: “There is no better indication of 

a man’s character than the company he keeps; and therefore very 

properly a man who keeps respectable company acquires a good 

name, for it is impossible that there should not be some similitude of 

character and habits between him and his associates” (Machiavelli 

1971/1950, 509-11; Rusciano n.d., 64). 

Here we are in the first half of the sixteenth century, and yet we 

hardly feel that we have strayed into a time when people were less 

sensitive than they are today about what a good reputation means, 

or less sensitive to the critical court of public opinion. 

We have, however, obtained a new insight from Machiavelli 

and Shakespeare, namely, that the court of judgment called public 

opinion does not merely make little people tremble for their reputa- 
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tion. Princes, lords, and rulers are likewise subject to its dicta. 

Machiavelli warns the prince he is trying to instruct that, in order 

to rule, he must know the nature of his subjects thoroughly 

(Machiavelli 1971, 257). The power of the people lies in their 

capacity to reject the government of the prince and to overthrow 

him if he is insensitive to their desires (Rusciano n.d., 49). 

Discoverer of the public dimension: Montaigne 

At the University of Mainz, we began some systematic studies 

of literature by putting together a questionnaire with twenty ques¬ 

tions to be asked of texts rather than of persons. Does the text 

contain the concept of public opinion or related concepts? Does it 

describe the fear of isolation? Does it describe conflicts between the 

individual and the collective, between the prevailing opinion and 

deviant opinion? We combed texts as one might comb the country¬ 

side—the Bible, myths, fairytales; works by philosophers, essayists, 

poets. 

In a paper by Wilhelm Bauer (1920), who wrote several works 

on public opinion, Kurt Braatz (a doctoral student) found a com¬ 

ment to the effect that Machiavelli had used the concept in Italian. 

There was no citation, however, and we could not locate the pas¬ 

sage. Although English translations of Machiavelli have used the 

expression “public opinion,” the Discorsi use such terms as opi- 

nione universale (I, 58), commune opinione (II, 10), or pubblica 

voce (III, 34). 

To determine the meaning of public opinion, we believed, we 

needed to see how the concept was first used, in what context, based 

on what observations—just as one can gain knowledge of a plant by 

studying its habitat. Our expectation was confirmed. Michael Raf¬ 

fel (1984) summarized the findings of his master’s thesis in an article 

titled “Creator of the Concept of Public Opinion; Michel de Mon¬ 

taigne.” In the 1588 edition of his essays, about seventy years after 

the appearance of Machiavelli’s Discorsi, Montaigne twice used the 

collective singular I’opinion publique. Explaining why he sprinkled 

his writings with so many quotations from writers of antiquity, he 

said, “It is really for the sake of public opinion that I appear with 

this borrowed finery” (Montaigne 1962,1033). The second time he 

used the expression “public opinion” was in addressing the ques¬ 

tion of how customs and mo.^al notions can be changed. Plato, he 

said, considered pederasty a dangerous passion. To combat it, Plato 

(in his Laws) recommended that it be condemned by public opin- 
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ion. He demanded that poets portray this vice as execrable, thus 

creating public opinion on the subject. Although the new, negative 

view might still go against majority opinion, it would, if presented 

as the prevailing view, later become valid for slaves and free men 

alike, women and children, and the entire citizenry (ibid., 115). 

It is no accident that Montaigne was so attentive to the social 

nature of man and to the effect of publicity, public approval, and 

public condemnation. To my knowledge, every scholar or writer to 

have made an important contribution to the topic of public opinion 

has had firsthand experience of it. Machiavelli wrote of it after a 

change of government in Florence, after he had been accused of 

involvement in a conspiracy and had been incarcerated, tortured, 

and then set free, retiring to his estate at San Casciano. Montaigne’s 

experience was threefold. First, he had the experience of his im¬ 

mediate family. The corporate system that had been entrenched 

throughout the Middle Ages had begun to change; a newly formed 

group of wealthy but nonaristocratic citizens was striving to be 

recognized as having equal rights with the aristocracy. A battle was 

raging over dress codes and status symbols—what furs, what jewels, 

what kinds of material could be worn appropriate to one’s rank—a 

battle over the public, visible conditions of life. Montaigne had 

witnessed this in his own family. His father’s family had acquired its 

wealth in the wine and dye trades and had bought the Chateau 

Montaigne in 1477; his father had added “de Montaigne” to the 

family name. Montaigne’s sensitivity to symbols and new modes of 

behavior had been learned at home. 

Even more important was the experience of changing beliefs, 

the religious struggle between Catholics and Protestants initiated 

by Luther’s posting of the ninety-five theses in 1517, a struggle 

which, in France, took the form of the wars of religion (1562-89). 

Montaigne complained that there was no escape from the wars 

anywhere in France, and that his home town of Bordeaux, of whose 

parlement he was a member, was particularly restless, an arena for 

continual clashes. One had to observe the social environment and 

the strength of the respective camps carefully, and to adjust one’s 

behavior accordingly. After all, three to four thousand Huguenots 

were murdered in Paris in the notorious massacre of Saint Barthol¬ 

omew’s Eve (23 August 1572), and twelve thousand others had 

perished elsewhere in France. 

These, surely, were the conditions that prompted Montaigne 

to withdraw from public life on his thirty-eighth birthday (28 Febru- 
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ary 1571). He had an inscription placed over the entrance to his 

library in the tower of the Chateau Montaigne, stating that he 

wished to spend his remaining days there in peace and solitude. This 

is where he wrote his famous Essays. He did eventually return to 

public life, becoming mayor of Bordeaux in 1582 and traveling on a 

variety of diplomatic missions across Europe. Hence he was much 

aware of the contrast between public and private life and of the way 

different convictions were held in different countries and, in each 

case, regarded as binding. “What kind of truth is it,” he asks, “that 

is delimited by mountains and becomes a lie on the other side of 

those mountains?” (Montaigne 1962, 563). “If mountains can set 

limits to ‘truth,’ then opinion must have a social aspect and strict 

boundaries to its realm” (203). “So Montaigne sees prevailing 

opinions as tied to a particular place and time—something observ¬ 

able as a social reality with only temporary validity. It is legitimated 

only by the fact that it presents itself as an opinion without alterna¬ 

tive, one that is binding: ... ‘so that we really have no standards of 
truth and reason other than the examples and ideas of opinions and 

habits that we see around us every day” (Raffel 1984). 

By alternating essentially public and essentially private phases 

in his life, Montaigne in his writing becomes the discoverer of the 

public dimension. He consciously divides up his life: “A wise man 

ought inwardly to retire his minde from the common presse, and 

hold the same liberty and power to judge freely of all things, but for 

outward matters, he ought absolutely to follow the fashions and 

forme customarily received” (Montaigne 1962/1908, 129). For 

Montaigne, the public sphere has its own inherent laws. It is a 

sphere dominated by a consensus inimical to individuality. “Of our 

habitual actions, not one in a thousand concerns us as individuals” 

(Raffel 1984). Montaigne invents a variety of new concepts for this 

new element. He coins the term lepublique, and, in addition to the 

new concept (’opinion publique, he speaks of (’opinion commune 

(Montaigne 1962, 174), (’approbation publique (ibid., 1013), and 

reference publique (ibid., 9). 

Why did the concept of opinion publique not become estab¬ 

lished then rather than a century and a half later? “Perhaps a letter 

from a friend of Montaigne’s, Estienne de Pasquier, to an acquain¬ 

tance is of some help here,” suggests Michael Raffel. Pasquier 

complains that Montaigne frequently takes the liberty of using 

uncommon words “which, if I am not mistaken, he will have a hard 

time making fashionable” (Raffel 1984; Frame 1965). 
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John Locke, David Hume, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau read 

Montaigne. But it was not until the second half of the eighteenth 

century, in the decade preceding the French Revolution, that he 
became a fashionable writer. 

After our description in previous chapters of empirical inves¬ 

tigations, our search through the past has taken us to the first 

appearance of the concept of public opinion in the sixteenth cen¬ 

tury. Everything described as public opinion, general opinion, pub¬ 

lic approbation, public propriety in the works we have looked at is 

so remarkably familiar to us from empirical work that it is as if we 

were now seeing two views, which are really of a piece, coming 

together again. This encourages us to continue looking for histori¬ 

cal evidence in the hope that it will help us toward a better under¬ 
standing of public opinion. 

^ The Law of Opinion: 
John Locke 

In his Essay Concerning Human Under¬ 

standing, published in 1671, John Locke (1894,1:9) reports that five 

or six of his friends used to meet regularly for conversation in his 

London apartment. The meetings led to a fascinating discussion in 

which, however, they made no progress at all. It occurred to them 

that they may have taken the wrong approach and that they would 

be better served by another. Locke’s friends found this very con¬ 

vincing and urged him to make a few notes about the course of the 

conversation before they met again. To comply with their request, 

Locke took more and more notes, and, from these notes, his book 

eventually emerged. 

London around 1670 must have been a wonderful city. Discus¬ 

sions were held everywhere—in Parliament, in the editorial offices 

of newspapers, in coffeehouses, and in private circles. What Locke, 

then in his late thirties, jotted down on paper—written incoher¬ 

ently, he says, and not meant for great and learned men—has the 

freshness of an early summer morning. After the book’s publica¬ 

tion, however, Locke lamented: “The imputation of novelty is a 
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terrible charge amongst those who judge of men’s heads, as they do 

of their perukes, by the fashion, and can allow none to be right but 

the received doctrines. Truth scarce ever yet carried it by vote 

anywhere at its first appearance: new opinions are always sus¬ 

pected, and usually opposed, without any other reason but because 

they are not already common. But truth, like gold, is not the less so 

for being newly brought out of the mine” (1894, 1:4). 

We must distinguish between three kinds of laws, says Locke. 

First the divine law, second the civil law, and third the law of virtue 

and vice, the law of opinion or of reputation, or—Locke uses the 

terms interchangeably—the law of fashion. 

Locke expounds on the third law as follows: “To comprehend 

it aright, we must consider that men’s uniting into political societies, 

though they have resigned up to the public the disposal of all their 

force, so that they cannot employ it against any fellow-citizen, any 

further than the law of their county directs—yet they retain still the 

power of thinking well or ill, approving or disapproving the actions 

of those they live amongst and converse with” (1894, 1:476).^ 

Reputation and fashion: the standards of a certain place 

at a given time 

The measure of what is everywhere called and esteemed 
“virtue” and “vice” is this approbation or dislike, praise or 
blame, which, by a secret and tacit consent, establishes itself in 
the several societies ... in the world; whereby several actions 
come to find credit or disgrace amongst them, according to the 
judgment, maxims, or fashions of that place. . . . But no man 
escapes the punishment of their censure and dislike, who 
offends against the fashion and opinion of the company he 
keeps. . . . Nor is there one of ten thousand, who is stiff and 
insensible enough, to bear up under the constant dislike and 
condemnation of his own club. He must be of a strange and 
unusual constitution, who can content himself to live in con¬ 
stant disgrace and disrepute with his own particular society. 
Solitude many men have sought, and been reconciled to: but 
nobody that has the least thought or sense of a man about him 
can live in society under the constant dislike and ill opinion of 
his familiars and those he converses with. This is a burden too 
heavy for human sufferance. (Locke 1894, 1:476, 479) 

6. Cited as in first edition, cf. footnote (emphasis added). 
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The description stands complete: men, through fear of isolation, 

are forced into conformity by the court of public opinion. But John 

Locke s work brought him no happiness. Persecuted by his ene¬ 

mies, he altered the passage in the third edition of his book, substi¬ 
tuting stilted phrases (1:476-77, n. I). 

He was accused of making good and evil relative, and this in a 

destructive way. That which arose out of divine law he was said to 

have transformed into a matter of consensus among private indi¬ 

viduals; he was accused of degrading moral issues into matters of 

fashion. He did not even seem to realize what constituted a law, for, 

as everyone knows, it is authority—something private individuals 

surely lack. Authority is what pertains to law, namely, the authority 

and power to enforce its observance. Locke writes: 

I think I may say, that he who imagines commendation and 
disgrace not to be strong motives to men to accommodate 
themselves to the opinions and rules of those with whom they 
converse seems little skilled in the nature or history of man¬ 
kind: the greatest part whereof we shall find to govern them¬ 
selves chiefly, if not solely, by this law of fashion] and so they 
do that which keeps them in reputation with their company, 
little regard the laws of God, or the magistrate. 

The penalties that attend the breach of God’s laws some, 
nay, perhaps most men, seldom seriously reflect on: and 
amongst those that do, many, whilst they break the law, enter¬ 
tain thoughts of future reconciliation, and making their peace 
for such breaches. 

And as to the punishments due from the laws of the 
commonwealth, they frequently flatter themselves with the 
hopes of impunity. But no man escapes the punishment of their 
censure and dislike who offends against the fashion and opin¬ 
ion of the company he keeps, and would recommend himself 
to. (1:476-77; emphasis added) 

Locke sketches a terminology on three levels: with reference to the 

divine law, one speaks of duties and of sins; with reference to the 

civil law, of the legal or criminal; with reference to the law of 

opinion and reputation, of virtue and vice. Using the example of a 

duel, he shows that these different standards do not necessarily 

produce the same results: “Thus the challenging and fighting with a 

man ... is called duelling: which, when considered in relation to 

the law of God, will deserve the name of sin; to the law of fashion, in 
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some countries, valour and virtue; and to the municipal laws of 

some governments, a capital crime (1; 481-82). 

Our twentieth-century methods of social research have 

allowed us to see how people perceive the environment of opinion 

in ways that are very close to what Locke had seen. With a variety of 

expressions, Locke describes the social nature of human beings. 

“Men commonly regulate their assent, and . . . pin their faith more 

than anything else . . . [upon] the opinion of others . . . men have 

reason to be Heathens in Japan, Mahometans in Turkey, Papists in 

Spain ...” Put another way, that which we call our opinion does 

not belong to us but is a simple reflection of the opinions of others 

(2:367-68). 
John Locke places no limits on content when he deals with his 

“law of opinion.” But he stresses that what matters is the element of 

evaluation; praise or blame is always expressed. The consensus 

these opinions cling to he characterizes as a “secret and tacit con¬ 

sent” (1:476). That there is something mysterious about it can be 

confirmed by twentieth-century research. 

Something else about Locke’s description arrests our atten¬ 

tion: one is dealing, he says, with the opinion, with the standard of 

“that place” (1:477). The body of opinion which the individual 

respects, this agreement, exists in a particular place at a particular 

time. Consequently, individuals can alter their intercourse with 

opinion by removing themselves to a sufficiently distant place, and 

they can hope that, in time, things will change. Opinions are tran¬ 

sient. Although the phrase “public opinion” does not occur in John 

Locke’s work, it is present indirectly in two ways: first, in his idea of 

agreement, which can only be interpreted as a matter of social unity 

and thus public; second, in his stress on “place,” with its connota¬ 

tion of the most public setting possible. Compared to the concept of 

I’opinion publique as developed in France, Locke’s “law of opinion 

or reputation” (1:475-76) is harsher and less merciful, but he 

wanted to express it that strongly. 

When Locke uses the expression “law,” he does not do so 

frivolously, casually, incidentally; nor does he use it in the sense of 

the natural scientist, speaking of the laws of nature. He means law 

in a legal sense and he makes it quite plain: when an action involves 

a law, a reward or punishment that is not intrinsic to the act itself 

must follow from it (1:476). Even the label he gives his law is 

instructive. When Locke speaks of “the law of opinion or reputa¬ 

tion,” one sees how close his idea of opinion comes to being 
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completely enveloped in reputation; the two are almost identical in 

meaning.’ 

John Locke speaks constantly of “fashion” as he considers his 

topic (1894,1:476,478ff.). This peculiarity of the text, which at first 

has a ludicrous effect, in fact marks especially clearly the pioneering 

nature of his thought. People judge opinions as they do perukes— 

men’s wigs. Locke pinpoints how superficial and transitory opinion 

is, how bound up with place and time, but also how coercive while it 

reigns, by emphatically characterizing it as“fashion!’ He uses the 

word distinctly as a key in order that he not be misunderstood. This 

opinion of which he speaks in his “law of opinion or reputation” 

cannot be regarded as a source of political wisdom. Its intellectual 

value is wide open to question, and criteria for evaluating it will 

have to be sought in other ways. 

Locke also insists on concepts such as “reputation,” hence on 

social-psychological concepts that show human beings in their com¬ 

plete dependence on the social environment, on the many, on 

others. Because people tend to mistrust new opinions and to disre¬ 

gard them just because they are new and not yet in fashion, Locke 

seeks out classical authorities to provide himself with ammunition. 

He cites a passage of Cicero: There is nothing in the world better 

than integrity, praise, dignity, and honor. Then he adds, Cicero 

knew very well that these are all different names for the same thing 

(1:478). 
For the same thing? And what is that? 

According to our understanding, these are all marks of ap¬ 

proval given to the individual by the public. 

7. That John Locke dealt with the negative aspects of public judgment as well 

as with the positive aspects is shown by his essay “Some Thoughts Concerning 

Education” in Locke 1824, 8:1-210. 



ß Government Rests on Opinion: 
David Hume, James Madison 

In 1711, seven years after John Locke’s 

death, David Hume was born. In his Treatise of Human Nature, first 

published 1739 and 1740, he takes up Locke’s thoughts and turns 

them to a theory of the state. Although people may have relin¬ 

quished the use of force since the founding of the state, they have 

not surrendered their capacity to approve and disapprove; and 

because people have a natural tendency to heed opinions and to 

conform to the environing opinions, opinion is vital to state affairs. 

The concentrated power of similar opinions held by private persons 

brings forth a consensus, and this constitutes the actual basis of any 

government. Hume guides himself by the principle: “It is ... on 

opinion only that government is founded” (Hume 1963, 29).® 

Nothing appears more surprising to those who consider human 
affairs with a philosophical eye, than the easiness with which 
the many are governed by the/ew; and the implicit submission, 
with which men resign their own sentiments and passions to 
those of their rulers. When we inquire by what means this 
wonder is effected, we shall find, that. . . the governors have 
nothing to support them but opinion. It is, therefore, on opin¬ 
ion only that government is founded; and this maxim extends 
to the most despotic and most military governments, as well as 
to the most free and most popular. (Ibid., emphasis added) 

With Hume, the perspective we use to deal with opinion shifts from 

the pressure it exercises on individuals to the pressure it exercises 

on government—exactly the point of view that Machiavelli pre¬ 

sented to the prince. Locke was attentive to normal people, those 

who were subject to the law of opinion or reputation in their 

everyday existence and whose fear of disapproval was such that not 

one in ten thousand would have been unmoved had his neighbors 

regarded him with disdain. In his Essay Concerning Human Under¬ 

standing, Locke investigated human nature in general. Hume 

directed his interest to the government. His sphere was the court, 

8. My thanks to Professor Ernst Vollrath of the University of Cologne for a 

stimulating exchange of letters on this topic. 
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diplomacy, and politics. He too was fearful of the punishments, 

with which the law of opinion or reputation threatened anyone who 

provoked disapproval, and, as a precaution, published his first 

work, A Treatise of Human Nature, anonymously. However, in 

keeping with his love of an elevated life, he was less sensitive to the 

punishments than to the rewards which, according to the law of 

opinion, await those who find approval and recognition. 

The love of fame: the sunny side of public opinion 

Hume titles the chapter in which he discusses public opinion 

“Of the Love of Fame” (1896, 316-24). After describing how 

virtue, beauty, wealth and power—that is, how objectively advan¬ 

tageous conditions—allow men to feel pride, and how poverty and 

servitude oppress them, he continues: “But beside these original 

causes of pride and humility, there is a secondary one in the opin¬ 

ions of others, which has an equal influence on the affections. Our 

reputation, our character, our name are considerations of vast 

weight and importance; the other causes of pride; virtue, beauty 

and riches have little influence, when not seconded by the opinions 

and sentiments of others. . . . [Even] men of the greatest judgment 

and understanding . . . find it very difficult to follow their own 

reason or inclination, in opposition to that of their friends and daily 

companions” (316). 

Hume, who was caught up in the pursuit of a good life (he 

describes with great fondness the advantages of wealth and power), 

expresses himself in this passage as if matters depended above all on 

the good opinion of the reference group—to use a concept from 

modern sociology. His formulation depends less on publicness, or 

approval and disapproval of “that place.” Nevertheless, he sees the 

breadth of effects that arise when men do not wish to place them¬ 

selves in contradiction to their environment. “To this principle,” he 

says, “we ought to ascribe the great uniformity we may observe in 

the humours and turn of thinking of those of the same nation” 

(ibid.). He expressly approves this human sensitivity to the environ¬ 

ment and regards it in no way as a weakness (see his An Enquiry 

Concerning the Principles of Morals): “A desire of fame, reputa¬ 

tion, or a character with others, is so far from being blameable, that 

it seems inseparable from virtue, genius, capacity, and a generous 

or noble disposition. An attention even to trivial matters, in order 

to please, is also expected and demanded by society; and no one is 
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surprised, if he find a man in company to observe a greater elegance 

of dress and more pleasant flow of conversation, than when he 

passes his time at home, and with his own family” (Hume 1962, 

265-66). 
It is sufficiently obvious that Hume does not pause long over 

society’s rejects, those who suffer the punishments of a disapprov¬ 

ing public. Instead, he concerns himself with those on the sunny 

side, and it troubles him somewhat to draw a boundary beyond 

which the love of fame might go too far. “Wherein, then, consists 

Vanity, which is so justly regarded as a fault or imperfection? It 

seems to consist chiefly in such an intemperate display of our 

advantages, honours, and accomplishments; in such an importu¬ 

nate and open demand of praise and admiration, as is offensive to 

others” (266). Hume clearly realizes that his reflections apply pri¬ 

marily to the upper social circles. He notes: “A proper regard to 

. . . station in the world, may be ranked among the qualities which 

are immediately agreeable to others” (ibid.). 

Hume certainly moves within Locke’s general outline of the 

relationship between the individual and the public, grounded in a 

given “place,” but he sees this relationship in a completely different 

light. His idea of the public is much closer to the one Habermas 

thought was taken for granted by the Greeks (Habermas 1962, 15). 

“In the public light, that which is, shines forth; and it will be seen by 

all. As citizens converse with one another, things are brought into 

the discussion and acquire form; as the same people argue with one 

another, the best distinguish themselves and win being, the immor¬ 

tality of fame. ... In this way the city-state offers an open field for 

honorable achievement: the citizens’ intercourse with each other as 

equal with equal . . . but each strives to stand out . . . The virtues 

catalogued by Aristotle prove themselves true, one by one, in 

public, and they find their recognition there (Habermas 1962, 15- 

16). 

Hume’s elevated stance, however, in which the public is the 

arena in which achievements are recognized, is not shared by other 

eighteenth-century authors writing about public opinion at the 

same time or after he did. David Hume’s basic principle, “It is . . . 

on opinion only that government is founded,” became the doctrine 

of the founding fathers of the United States. We now recognize the 

weight of opinion in the political sphere, but, at the same time, we 

now again see the role of the individual through the eyes of John 
Locke. 
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Man is timid and cautious 

In The Federalist, James Madison warily investigated the im¬ 

plications of the principle that “all governments rest on opinion.” 

The dogma in these essays has great power and constitutes the 

foundation of American democracy. How weak and vulnerable in 

contrast is the human nature that is supposed to provide this foun¬ 

dation. “If it be true,” wrote Madison in 1788, “that all govern¬ 

ments rest on opinion, it is no less true that the strength of opinion 

in each individual, and its practical influence on his conduct, de¬ 

pend much on the number which he supposes to have entertained 

the same opinion. The reason of man, like man himself is timid and 

cautious, when left alone-, and acquires firmness and confidence, in 

proportion to the number with which it is associated.” (Madison 

1961, 340; Draper 1982). 

We find here that realistic evaluation of human nature and its 

application to political theory to which we, in the second half of the 

twentieth century, must return; the methods of public opinion 

research now force us to seek explanations for what stubbornly 

arose to confront us in our series of observations. 

Threat, not fame, sets the spiral of silence in motion 

If we compare, on the one hand, how David Hume regards the 

topic of the individual and the public and, on the other, how John 

Locke or James Madison treats it, we see a distinction that is similar 

to the one we found in our earlier interpretation of the bandwagon 

effect. “Wanting to be on the side of the victors” is one interpreta¬ 

tion; “Not wanting to isolate oneself” is the other. The public as a 

stage on which one distinguishes oneself is what fascinates the one; 

the public as a threat, an arena in which one may lose face impresses 

the others. Why, then, should we be concerned with the spiral of 

silence and its relation to public opinion less as a domain in which to 

win laurels than as a threat, a menacing public tribunal? Because 

only the menace, the individual’s fear of finding himself alone, as 

Madison so empathically described it, can also explain the symp¬ 

tomatic silence we found in the train test and in other investigations, 

the silence that is so influential in the building of public opinion. 

Revolutionary times sharpen the capacity to sense public 

exposure as a threat 
Could it be that Locke’s and Madison’s intuitive gift for sensing 

the threats of the public may have been sharpened by the revolution 
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that each of them experienced? Attention to how one should be¬ 

have in order not to become isolated is first made necessary in times 

of drastic change. In a stable order of things, most people will not 

run afoul of public opinion as long as they do not violate the 

ordinary rules of decorum; they will not be drawn into even an eddy 

of the spiral of silence. What one is to do or say or leave unsaid and 

undone is so obvious that the pressures of conformity become like 

the pressures of the atmosphere that we live under: we remain quite 

unaware of them. In prerevolutionary and revolutionary times, 

however, new impressions arise. The support of opinion slips away 

from governments until they finally collapse, and individuals torn 

out of a secure confidence about what is to be praised or blamed 

seek to relate to new standards. In such exciting times and under 

these impressions, it is easier to understand how public opinion 

works and to find adequate words to describe it. 

1661: Glanvill shapes the concept “climate of opinion” 

In a quiet age, one would not expect to find someone setting up 

the law of opinion or reputation, complete with punishments and 

rewards. It appears unthinkable, then, that the English philosopher 

Joseph Glanvill, in peaceful times, would have happened upon the 

powerful term he included in his treatise about the vanity of dogma¬ 

tizing. He made up the phrase “climate(s) of opinions” and set it off 

in italics in the text. He wrote: “So they [the dogmatists] that never 

peep’t beyond the belief in which their easie understandings were at 

first indoctrinated, are indubitately assur’d of the Truth, and com¬ 

parative excellency of their receptions, while the larger Souls, that 

have travail’d the divers Climates of Opinions, are more cautious in 

their resolves, and more sparing to determine” (Glanvill 1661, 

226-27). 

“Climate of opinion”—without a doubt, one would have 

thought this a modern expression, born in our own time. That 

assumption can be attributed to our sensitivity which, like Joseph 

Glanvill’s, is tuned to precarious conditions and to convictions that 

have become uncertain. Without such vacillating conditions, the 

concept “climate” would be uninteresting to us, but, out of the 

experiences of our times, we can appreciate its appropriateness. 

Climate totally surrounds the individual from the outside; he can¬ 

not escape from it. Yet it is simultaneously there within us, exercis¬ 

ing the strongest influence on our sense of well-being. The spiral of 

silence is a reaction to changes in the climate of opinion. The idea of 
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a frequency distribution, of the relative strength of various contra¬ 

dictory tendencies is suggested more clearly by the expression 

“climate of opinion” than by “public opinion.” “Climate” also 

brings to mind the image of time and space—something like Kurt 

Lewin’s concept of “field”; and “climate” also includes the most 

complete sense of “public.” In revolutionary times, including our 

own, it pays to search for observations that will reveal the nature of 
public opinion. 

Descartes intuitively understood the spiral of silence 

Descartes, whom Glanvill admired and recommended, lived 

under completely different circumstances in France than Glanvill 

did in England. The England of Glanvill was torn by dissension, 

while France in Descartes’s time was going through a period of 

unchallenged values and social hierarchies. Descartes’s thought 

illustrates the accuracy of our speculation that in revolutionary 

periods the public is experienced more as a threat, while in periods 

of order it is experienced more as a sphere in which one can 

distinguish oneself. Descartes appears to understand the spiral of 

silence intuitively as a process that nourishes newly developing 

public opinion. He knew how to advance his own fame. In 1640 he 

transmitted Meditations on First Philosophy to “The most wise and 

illustrious: The dean and doctors of the sacred faculty of theology in 

Paris.” In a cover letter he requested that they, considering the 

great public respect they enjoyed, provide “public testimony” in 

support of his thoughts. This request, said he, arose in hopes that it 

would “easily cause all men of mind and learning to subscribe to 

your judgment; and your authority will cause the atheists, who are 

usually more arrogant than learned or judicious, to rid themselves 

of their spirit of contradiction or lead them possibly themselves to 

defend the reasonings which they find being received as demonstra¬ 

tions by all persons of consideration, lest they appear not to under¬ 

stand them” (Descartes 1964/1931, 1:136). 



J Launching the Term 
''Public Opinion”: 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

IVliat kind of a situation first prompted 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau to use the term I'opinion publique? 

Venice, 1744: Rousseau, now in his early thirties, is secretary 

to the French ambassador. It is a year full of excitement. Involved in 

the Austrian Wars of Succession, France has declared war on Maria 

Theresa. On 2 May 1744, Rousseau writes a letter apologizing to 

Amelot, the French minister of foreign affairs, for having too 

plainly warned the Venetian nobleman Chevalier Erizzo that “pub¬ 

lic opinion” already regarded him as sympathetic to Austria (Rous¬ 

seau 1964a, 1184). He assures Amelot that his comment apparently 

has had no adverse consequences and that, in the future, he will not 

be guilty of such blunders. Rousseau here uses the phrase “public 

opinion” in the same way that a woman of sophistication will later 

use it concerning “liaisons dangereuses,” in the warning to a young 

lady who has paid too little attention to her reputation: public 

opinion here is regarded as a tribunal from whose disapproval one 

must protect oneself. 

Those who interpret public opinion as a politically critical 

judgment that involves the government, as became the practice 

from the nineteenth century on, will find little support in Rous¬ 

seau's use. Searching his works for ideas relating to the topic of 

public opinion has had little attraction for historians and political 

scientists. 

One would expect that the man who launched the term I’opin- 

ion publique must have had a deep feeling for the phenomenon, and 

the expectation is not disappointed. From 1750 on, concern with the 

strength of public opinion permeates Rousseau's writings. How¬ 

ever, because he had no organizing principle to guide his treatment 

of this topic, a special technique is required to create a consistent 

picture. The first systematic investigation was presented by Chris¬ 

tine Gerber (1975), a master's student in journalism at Mainz. She 

threw a net, as it were, over Rousseau's six major works and 

investigated every passage in which the words “opinion,” “public,” 

“publicity” or “public opinion” occurred. Using content analysis, 

she worked through Rousseau's works of social criticism (1750-55), 
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Julie or the New Heloise, The Social Contract, Emile, The Confes¬ 

sions, and finally the Letter to d’Alembert (1758). She found 16 uses 

of “public opinion,” around 100 uses of “opinion” connected with 

some adjective or substantive other than “public,” and 106 in¬ 

stances of “public” or “publicity”—which, aside from the context 

of public opinion, was used most frequently in connection with 

public respect. The first French investigation of the topic was a 

doctoral thesis by Colette Ganouchaud (1977-78). 

Public is what everyone can see 

The upshot of this research was the realization that Rousseau 

was highly sensitive to the threatening aspect of publicity. As an 

outsider in society, he had unusual opportunities to gather experi¬ 

ence in this regard. “I saw nothing but the horror of being recog¬ 

nized, publicly proclaimed, in my presence as a thief, liar, slan¬ 

derer” (Rousseau 1968, 1:122). “All this did not hinder the excited 

crowd, incited by whom I know not, from getting stirred up against 

me little by little to the point of rage, insulting me publicly in broad 

daylight and not only outdoors and on country paths, but even in 

the middle of the street” (2:398). 

“In broad daylight,” “not only on country paths”: being in full 

view, unprotected from the public, aggravated the evil. Rousseau’s 

repeated combination of the words “public respect” indicates how 

clearly he relates “public opinion” to “reputation,” in the tradition 

of Machiavelli, Locke, and Hume, but he discusses the concept at 

incomparably greater length in his writing. He is torn by ambivalent 

evaluations. Seen in terms of society, public opinion seems to be a 

blessing: it fosters social cohesiveness; insofar as it makes indi¬ 

viduals adjust to morals and traditions, it is a conservative force; 

and it protects morals from decay. Its value lies in moral rather than 

intellectual functions. 

Public opinion as the guardian of morality and traditions 

Rousseau believed that social life was better regulated in the 

far distant past, when savages lived together in a natural state. 

Therefore he held the more stable forms of public opinion— 

namely, customs and tradition—to be the most important resources 

a society had to protect; in them the essential qualities of a people 

were collected. According to Rousseau, there are three kinds of 

laws upon which the state is built—public law, criminal law, and 

civil law. He then explained: “In addition to these three types of law 



82 Chapter Seven 

there is a fourth, the most important of all, which is graven not in 

marble or bronze, but in the hearts of the citizens; which forms the 

real constitution of the state; which day by day acquires new 

strength; which revives or replaces the other laws when they grow 

old or are extinguished, which preserves the people in the spirit of 

its original institutions, and imperceptibly substitutes the force of 

habit for that of authority. I am speaking of manners, morals, 

customs and above all, of public opinion, a factor unknown to our 

political theorists, but on which the success of all the rest depends.” 

(Rousseau 1953, 58). 
In the middle of the century of English revolution, John Locke 

emphasized relativity: what the law of opinion or reputation de¬ 

mands, what finds approval or disapproval will depend upon the 

current attitudes “of that place.” For Rousseau, overwhelmed by 

his impressions of the power and splendor of the French court in the 

middle of the eighteenth century, constancy seems to prevail. The 

fourth law is written in the hearts of all the citizens and must only be 

protected from corruption and decay. In The Social Contract, Rous¬ 

seau invents a special tribunal, the “censor,” an office which had 

never existed. Fie creates it for the sole purpose of strengthening 

public opinion as the guardian of public morality. The only defini¬ 

tion of public opinion that Christine Gerber could find in Rousseau 

occurs in this connection: “Public opinion is a species of the law 

which the censor administers, and w'hich he, like the prince, merely 

applies in specific cases” (Rousseau 1953, 140). Rousseau also 

explains to what effect the censor is an instrument. “The censorship 

preserves manners and morals by preventing opinions from grow¬ 

ing corrupt, by preserving their rectitude through wise applications, 

sometimes even by making them definite when they are still uncer¬ 
tain” (141). 

An unspoken agreement upon a moral standard establishes, 

for Rousseau, the basis from which a society may arise, and that 

collectively stable moral consensus is the “public” of Rousseau’s: 

“This public personality is usually called the body politic, which is 

called by its members the State” (Rousseau 1964d/1957, 424). It 

follows logically that party divisions can bring no good: there is a 

single, collective foundation for a society, and it can be threatened 

only by the egotism of particular individuals. This conviction ex¬ 

poses the roots of Rousseau's hostility toward the private as 

opposed to the public—a negative sensibility that finds its strongest 

twentieth-century expression in neo-Marxism. 
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Rousseau is quite cautious in his claim of how the censors affect 

opinions, “sometimes even . . . making them definite when they 

are still uncertain” (1953,141). He explains the office of the censor 

with these “special cases” in mind. The censor strengthens what is 

best in the collective convictions of a people; he expresses, or 

announces, or brings those convictions into “consciousness,” as we 

would say today. As soon as the censor makes himself independent, 

as it were, and proclaims that something has been agreed upon 

when in fact there is no popular consensus, then his words make no 

impression; they find no response and will be ignored (140). This is 

the sense in which the censor is an instrument; he is only a mouth¬ 

piece. How much more cautiously Rousseau structures this opera¬ 

tion of public opinion than do his followers in the twentieth century. 

According to Rousseau, no coercion may be used. All that may be 

done is to emphasize basic moral principles through a censor. The 

censor shares this limitation with the prince, as Rousseau conceives 

of him. The prince, too, possesses no means of power and cannot 

issue laws. “We have seen,” Rousseau says, “that the legislative 

belongs, and can only belong, to the people” (60). The initiative for 

issuing laws, however, comes from the prince. To discharge this 

office he needs a good vantage point from which to survey the 

climate of opinion, a matter “with which the great legislator is 

secretly concerned” (58). In this observational task he is helped by 

the activities of the censor. The prince must decide which convic¬ 

tions of the people are active enough to support legislation; law may 

be based only on prior agreement, on the sense of community which 

constitutes the actual foundation of the state. “Just as an architect, 

before erecting a great edifice, observes and sounds out the ground 

to see if it can support the weight, the wise legislator does not begin 

by drawing up laws which are good in themselves, but first investi¬ 

gates whether the people for whom they are intended is capable of 

bearing them” (46). 

Rousseau does not specify the precise relationship between the 

volonte generale (which sets itself apart from the private and egotis¬ 

tical volonte de tons) and public opinion. “Just as the law is the 

means whereby the general will declares itself, the censorship is the 

means of declaring the judgment of the people (140). The volonte 

generale could perhaps be imagined as a consolidation of public 

opinion; in turn, it becomes consolidated in the laws that follow 

from it. “Laws are nothing but authentic acts of the general will” 

(98). David Hume affirmed the legitimizing power of public opinion 
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in his principles as: “It is ... on opinion only that government is 
founded” (Hume 1963, 29). Rousseau affirms it, too: “Opinion, 
queen of the world, is not subject to the power of kings; they are 
themselves her first slaves” (Rousseau 1967/1960, 73-74). 

In his letter to d’Alembert, Rousseau is more specific about 
who could fill the office of the censor in France. To the surprise of 
those who see Rousseau as a radical democrat—“the legislative 
belongs, and can only belong, to the people”—he proposes that the 
role of censor would be best filled by the honorary court tribunal of 
the marshals of France (Rousseau 1962b, 176). Rousseau thereby 
equips that office with the highest prestige. To him, the weight of 
“public respect” is a clear factor of influence on the people, and no 
dissonance may be allowed to arise in regard to it—on pain of 
having that public respect rapidly destroyed. He requires that the 
government as well become subject to the censor, or the honorary 
court tribunal of the marshals of France, whenever it proclaims 
something pertaining to public opinion, or, that is, whenever it 
expresses public approval or disapproval. Here Rousseau sets pub¬ 
lic opinion up as a moral authority. Perhaps it was such a thought, 
and also such a role, that the German Nobel Prize-winning novelist 
Heinrich Boll had in mind when he spoke of the present pitiful 
condition of public opinion in the Federal Republic of Germany: 
the office of censor was not in the right hands. 

Moved by the idea of a collective conception of what is good 
and bad among the people, Rousseau shaped a concept which 
would first come into its own in the twentieth century: “civil reli¬ 
gion” (Rousseau 1953, 142). Not until the number of believers in 
metaphysical religions declined could the thought of a “civil reli¬ 
gion” first begin to spread. As we might expect, the term “civil 
religion” refers to a collection of principles that one cannot publicly 
contradict without becoming isolated, to wit, a product of public 
opinion. 

Public opinion as the protector of society 
and the enemy of individuality 

As Rousseau saw it, however full of blessing public opinion 
might appear to be in its role as the guardian of public morality, it 
remained nonetheless a disaster in its influence on the individual. 
To the degree that the individual respected such opinion as a 
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guardian of morals—both out of a fear of isolation and in order not 

to be exposed to painfiil disapproval, “not only outdoors and on 

country paths, but even in the middle of the street”—Rousseau 

could see nothing really against it, despite the memories of his own 

suffering. “Whoever judges manners and morals judges honour; 

and he who judges honour takes opinion [of the people] as his law” 
(1953, 140). 

Its disastrous effect grows out of the need people feel to dis¬ 

tinguish themselves; out of a “Love of Fame,” to cite the title of the 

eleventh chapter of David Hume’s treatise; or, somewhat more 

modestly and simply, out of the human need to receive recognition, 

to count for something socially, to have prestige, to be contrasted 

positively with others. The corruption of human society began with 

this need, as Rousseau explained in the essay that made him famous 

in 1775, Concerning the Origins of Inequality among Men: “Finally, 

consuming ambition, the zeal to increase one’s wealth—less out of a 

genuine need than in order to set oneself above others—create in all 

men the dark inclination to injure one another” (Rousseau 1964b, 

175). “I would make clear how greatly this almighty craving for 

reputation, honor and distinction that devours us all governs our 

talents and powers and allows itself to be measured; how greatly it 

excites the passions and multiplies them; how greatly it turns all 

men into rivals or, worse, into enemies” (ibid., 189). 

The “savage” is free of this devouring drive; “the savage lives 

in himself” (ibid., 193), although from the beginning he had dif¬ 

ferentiated himself from animals through free will, a capacity to 

empathize, and the ability to preserve himself. Then the process 

giving rise to society began. Rousseau tells us, as “public respect 

started to be valued” (Gerber 1975, 88), the nature of man’s being 

changed. Now, he claims, we must accept this fact of our nature as 

irrefutable: “Man, as a social being, is always oriented outward; he 

first achieves the basic feeling of life through the perception of what 

others think of him” (Rousseau 1964b, 193). 

According to Rousseau, man is split into two beings, one of 

which contains his real nature, his “genuine needs,” inclinations, 

and interests, and the other of which shapes itself under the yoke of 

opinion. He clarifies the difference by using the example of the 

scholar. “We should always differentiate the inclinations which 

arise out of nature from those which come out of opinion. There is a 

passion to know which is based only on the desire to be respected as 
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a learned person; there is another which is born out of man’s natural 

craving for knowledge about everything, be it near or far, that can 

be of interest to him” (1964d, 429). 
Rousseau sees the compulsion to consume as a byproduct of 

public opinion: “As soon as they desire a cloth because it is costly, 

their hearts already have been delivered captive to luxury and all 

the whims of opinion, for this taste certainly did not arise spon¬ 

taneously out of themselves” (1964d, 372). 

Legality, honor, respect—there is nothing better. So John 

Locke cited Cicero, and then reasoned these qualities back to their 

single root, enjoying the favorable judgment of one’s society. Rous¬ 

seau, concerned as he was with the contrast between the true nature 

of man and that arising through opinion, attempted to erect a 

concept of honor which sprang from self-esteem rather than from 

the esteem of others. “In what is called honor I differentiate that 

which is the result of public opinion and that which is to be regarded 

as the consequence of self-esteem. The first consists of empty 

prejudices, which are as changeable as the tossing waves” (1964c, 

2:84). 

At this point one cannot overlook Rousseau’s ambivalence any 

longer: he speaks of public opinion as empty prejudice, but on other 

occasions he finds it to have the purpose of protecting that which is 

most lasting and of most value: customs, tradition, and morality. It 

is easy to catch Rousseau in such contradictions. One reads at 

times: “It is a matter of public concern to distinguish between vile 

and upright people” (1964b, 222-23). Rousseau admired the artis¬ 

try with which the Spartans managed the distinction: “When a man 

of bad moral character made a good proposal in the Spartan assem¬ 

bly, the ephors, without paying any attention to him, had a virtuous 

citizen make the same proposal. What an honour for the one, what 

a rebuke to the other, even though neither of them had been 

blamed or praised!” (1953, 141-42). Here there can be no doubt 

about Rousseau’s high evaluation of public respect. Then one reads 

in Emile'. “And if the whole earth should reproach us, what then? 

We do not strive for public recognition; thy happiness suffices us” 
(1964d, 758). 

Compromise as a necessary part of one’s dealings 
with public opinion 

In what appears as a contradiction, Rousseau, more clearly 

than anyone before him, captures the essential aspect of public 
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opinion, allowing us finally to recognize all its manifestations: it 

presents a compromise between social consensus and individual 

convictions. The individual is forced to seek a middle-of-the-road 

solution, forced by the “yoke of opinion” and by his vulnerable 

nature, which makes him dependent on the judgment of others and 

averse to being singled out or to living in isolation. In Emile, 

Rousseau puts it this way: “Since she depends both on her own 

conscience and on public opinion, she must learn to know and 

reconcile these two laws, and to put her own conscience first only 

when the two are opposed to each other” (1964d/1957,731/346). In 

other words, only when it is absolutely impossible to avoid doing so. 

“I must learn to bear with censure and ridicule” 

Compromise can lead to very different results. Exactly where 

David Hume claimed one should adjust to public opinion, in the 

clothing one chooses to wear in public—precisely there Rousseau 

decided to manifest his individuality. As a guest of Louis XV, in the 

great proscenium box of the royal theater in Fontainebleau at the 

premiere performance of an operetta he had written, he appeared 

“ungroomed,” in a badly combed and unpowdered wig, in robes 

inappropriate to the festivities, and without a brocade vest. “I have 

dressed as I always dress, neither better nor worse. My outside is 

simple and neglected, but not dirty or unclean, my beard is also 

neither of these in itself, because nature gives it to us and because, 

according to the time and the fashion, it is occasionally even an 

ornament. Perhaps some find me ridiculous or impudent, but 

should that affect me? I must learn to bear with ridicule and censure 

when they are not merited” (cited in Harig 1978). This attitude 

gives rise to the danger of being too unwilling to compromise, as 

Rousseau also understood. In Julie, or the New Heloise, he writes, 

“I am worried that that undaunted love of virtue which gives him 

the strength to despise public opinion may drive him to the other 

extreme and lead him to speak disparagingly of the holy laws of 

decorum and propriety” (Rousseau 1964c, 623). 

“To find a form of association which defends and protects the 

person and property of each member with the whole force of the 

community, and where each, while joining with all the rest, still 

obeys no one but himself, and remains as free as before. This is the 

fundamental problem” (Rousseau 1953, 14-15). 



^ Public Opinion as Tyranny: 
Alexis de Tocqueville 

If the purpose of our historical investiga¬ 

tion is to find out what those who shaped the concept of “public 

opinion” meant by it, then we can now conclude: there are indeed 

good historical reasons to adopt a concept of public opinion which is 

based on fear of isolation and its result, the spiral of silence. 
It is possible that societies differ in the degree to which its 

members fear isolation, but all societies contain pressures to con¬ 

form, and the fear of isolation makes those pressures effective. 

Stanley Milgram (1961) found in his experiments that Norwegian 

subjects showed slightly more conformity than Americans did, and 

French ones slightly less. Milgram transferred his experiments to 

Europe because the suspicion had arisen that conforming behavior 

such as Solomon Asch had established was perhaps an American 

peculiarity. 

In fact, what Thorstein Veblen described as American status¬ 

seeking behavior at the beginning of the twentieth century in The 

Theory of the Leisure Class (1970; first published 1899) was the 

same kind of practice Rousseau decried in his opposition to what 

Veblen later termed conspicuous consumption. The compromise 

between public opinion and individual nature, to use Rousseau’s 

pair of opposites, in the United States favored public opinion and 

expected submission from the individual. So Rousseau’s country¬ 

man, Tocqueville, explained and described the phenomenon in the 

records of his trip. Democracy in America (1948; first published 

1835-40). 

So far as I can see, Tocqueville was the first discerning observer 

of the spiral of silence at work. He took as an example the decline of 

the French church before the revolution, and alluded at every 

opportunity to the significance of talk and silence in connection with 

public opinion (1948, 1:263). Furthermore, his approach to public 

opinion most closely approximates what can be seen today with our 

empirical methods of observation. He saw, just as we do now, a fear 

of isolation and a tendency toward silence at its center. Tocqueville 

wrote no book about public opinion, nor did he entitle a chapter 

after it. Yet his book is full of accounts, assessments, explanations, 

and analyses of the consequences of public opinion. This is not to 
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say that he regarded it as a purely American phenomenon. He saw 

the universal characteristics of public opinion and how they affected 

Europe as well. He believed, however, that they had progressed 

further in America and had taken on a role there that they might 

later play in Europe. For Tocqueville, public opinion in America 

was a heavy pressure, a burden, a coercion to conform or, to use 

Rousseau’s terms, a yoke under which the individual member of 
society had to stoop: 

In aristocracies men often have much greatness and strength of 
their own; when they find themselves at variance with the 
greater number of their fellow countrymen, they withdraw to 
their own circle, where they support and console themselves. 
Such is not the case in a democratic country; there public favor 
seems as necessary as the air we breathe, and to live at variance 
with the multitude is, as it were, not to live. The multitude 
require no laws to coerce those who do not think like them¬ 
selves; public disapprobation is enough; a sense of their loneli¬ 
ness and impotence overtakes them and drives them to de¬ 
spair. (1948, 2:261) 

I know of no country in which there is so little indepen¬ 
dence of mind and real freedom of discussion as in America. 
(1:263) 

In any constitutional state in Europe every sort of reli¬ 
gious and political theory may be freely preached . . . for there 
is no country in Europe so subdued by any single authority as 
not to protect the man who raises his voice in the cause of truth 
from the consequences of his hardihood. If he is unfortunate 
enough to live under an absolute government, the people are 
often on his side; if he inhabits a free country, he can, if 
necessary, find a shelter behind the throne. The aristocratic 
part of society supports him in some countries, and the democ¬ 
racy in others. But in a nation where democratic institutions 
exist, organized like those of the United States, there is but one 
authority, one element of strength and success, with nothing 
beyond it. (1:263) 

This one power, according to Tocqueville, is public opinion. How 

did it become so powerful? 

Equality explains the power of public opinion 

In the introduction to his book on America, Tocqueville wrote: 

“Among the novel objects that attracted my attention during my 

stay in the United States, nothing struck me more forcibly than the 
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general equality of eondition among the people. I readily diseov- 

ered the prodigious influence that this primary fact exercises on the 

whole course of society; it gives a peculiar direction to public 

opinion and a peculiar tenor to the laws" (1948. 1:3). 

While trying to discover the causes for that insatiable striving 

toward equality, he became alert to a worldwide development 

(Tischer 1979, ’iS). 

If, beginning with the eleventh century, we examine what has 
happened in France from one half-century to another, we shall 
not fail to perceive that at the end of each of these periods a 
two-fold revolution has taken place in the state of society. The 
noble had gone dow n the social ladder, and the commoner has 
gone up; the one descends as the other rises. Every half- 
century brings them nearer to each other, and they will soon 
meet. Nor is this peculiar to France, \\ herever we look, we 
perceive the same revolution going on throughout the Chris¬ 
tian world. . . . The gradual development of the principle of 
equality is, therefore, a providential fact. It has all the chief 
characteristics of such a fact: it is universal, it is lasting, it 
constantly eludes all human interference, and all events as well 
as all men contribute to its progress. . . . The whole book that 
is here offered to the public has been written under the in¬ 
fluence of a kind of religious awe produced in the author's mind 
by the view of that irresistible revolution which has advanced 
for centuries in spite of every obstacle and which is still advanc¬ 
ing in the midst of the ruins it has caused. 

It is not necessary that God himself should speak in order 
that we may discover the unquestionable signs of his will. 
(Tocqueville 1948, 1:6-7) 

Tocqueville explains why equality in social conditions leads to 

the predominance of public opinion; 

When the ranks of society are unequal, and men unlike one 
another in condition, there are some individuals wielding the 
power of superior intelligence, learning, and enlightenment, 
while the multitude are sunk in ignorance and prejudice. Men 
living at these aristocratic periods are therefore naturally in¬ 
duced to shape their opinions by the standard of a superior 
person, or a superior class of persons, while they are averse to 
recognizing the infallibility of the mass of the people. The 
contrary takes place in ages of equality. The nearer the citizens 
are drawn to the common level of an equal and similar condi¬ 
tion, the less prone does each man become to place implicit 
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faith in a certain man or a certain class of men. But his readi¬ 
ness to believe the multitude increases, and opinion is more 
than ever mistress of the world. ... At periods of equality, 
men have no faith in one another, by reason of their common 
resemblance; but this very resemblance gives them almost 
unbounded confidence in the judgment of the public; for it 
would seem probable that, as they are all endowed with equal 
means of judging, the greater truth should go with the greater 
number. (Tocqueville 1948, 2:9-10) 

As we see, Tocqueville interprets public opinion as the opinion of 
the numerical majority. 

Tocqueville claims he is dealing with the will of God, which no 

one can withstand. He is overcome, however, with a sympathy for 

the fate of the individual in such a society: he lapses into deep 

pessimism about its spiritual consequences, and he rebels. Con¬ 
cerning the fate of the individual, he writes: 

When the inhabitant of a democratic country compares himself 
individually with all those about him, he feels with pride that he 
is the equal of any one of them; but when he comes to survey 
the totality of his fellows and to place himself in contrast with 
so huge a body, he is instantly overwhelmed by the sense of his 
own insignificance and weakness. The same equality that ren¬ 
ders him independent of each of his fellow citizens, taken 
severally, exposes him alone and unprotected to the influence 
of the greater number. (1948, 2:10) 

Whenever social conditions are equal, public opinion 
presses with enormous weight upon the minds of each indi¬ 
vidual; it surrounds, directs, and oppresses him; and this arises 
from the very constitution of society much more than from its 
political laws. As men grow more alike, each man feels himself 
weaker in regard to all the rest; as he discerns nothing by which 
he is considerably raised above them or distinguished from 
them, he mistrusts himself as soon as they assail him. Not only 
does he mistrust his strength, but he even doubts of his right; 
and he is very near acknowledging that he is in the wrong, when 
the greater number of his countrymen assert that he is so. 
(1948, 2:261) 

Tocqueville describes how the pressure of public opinion affects not 

only individuals, but the government as well. As an example he 

selects the behavior of the American president during an election 

campaign. During this time, the president no longer rules in the 
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interest of the state but in the interest of his reelection (Tischer 

1979, 56). “He adopts its [public opinion’s] likings and its animosi¬ 

ties, he anticipates its wishes, he forestalls its complaints, he yields 

to its idlest cravings” (Tocqueville 1948, 1:138). 

Tocqueville grants that equality in a society can also have a 

beneficial effect. Because authority has been dethroned, equality 

can open the minds of men to new thoughts. On the other hand, the 

individual might stop to think entirely: “It [the public] does not 

persuade others to its beliefs, but it imposes them and makes them 

permeate the thinking of everyone by a sort of enormous pressure 

of the mind of all upon the individual intelligence. In the United 

States the majority undertakes to supply a multitude of ready-made 

opinions for the use of individuals, who are thus relieved from the 

necessity of forming opinions of their own” (1948, 2:10). 

Tocqueville reflects sadly on how democratic people once were 

able to overcome the powers which “checked or retarded . . . the 

energy of individual minds”. But now, if “under the dominion of 

certain laws [Tocqueville means the authority of the numerical 

majority] democracy would extinguish that liberty of the mind . . . 

the evil would only have changed character. Men would not have 

found the means of independent life; they would simply have in¬ 

vented ... a new physiognomy of servitude” (1948, 2:11). 

“There is, and I cannot repeat it too often,” writes Tocque¬ 

ville, “there is here matter for profound reflection to those who 

look on freedom of thought as a holy thing, and who hate not only 

the despot, but despotism. For myself, when I feel the hand of 

power lie heavy on my brow, I care but little to know who oppresses 

me; and I am not the more disposed to pass beneath the yoke, 

because it is held out to me by the arms of a million men” (1948, 

2:58). 

Tocqueville opens up an issue on which, about fifty years later, 

James Bryce, one of the classic American writers on public opinion, 

focused in the fourth part of his book The American Common¬ 

wealth (1888-89), namely, the tyranny of the majority (2:337-44). 

This fourth part now finally bears the explicit title “Public Opin¬ 

ion.” But somehow public opinion is never treated successfully 

when the subject is taken up explicitly and with total academic 

rationality. It must be something very irrational indeed if all those 

books that deal with it directly seem to fail. This applies also to the 

standard German works of the first decade of the twentieth century: 

Wilhelm Bauer, Die öffentiliche Meinung und ihre geschichtlichen 
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Grundlagen (Public Opinion and Its Historical Basis) (1914), and 

Ferdinand Tönnies, Kritik der öffentlichen Meinung (Critique of 

Public Opinion) (1922). 

“No one can accuse Bryce of having a systematic approach to 

the study of public opinion,” wrote Francis G. Wilson fifty years 

later (1939, 426), referring to the famous book. Indeed, in the 

hundred-odd pages that Bryce devotes to the subject, comments 

are swept together from the most disparate authors and then deco¬ 

rated with his own observations, some of considerable interest. 

Consider, for example, his remarks on the “fatalism of the multi¬ 

tude” (Bryce 1888-89,2:237-364, esp. 327-36), where he is the first 

to describe what will later be called “the silent majority.” 

P The Concept of “Social Control” 
is Formed and the Concept of 
“Public Opinion” is Shattered 

We enter the twentieth century with a 

1950 definition of public opinion: “Let us understand by public 

opinion, for the purposes of this historical review, opinions on 

matters of concern to the nation freely and publicly expressed by 

men outside the government who claim a right that their opinions 

should influence or determine the actions, personnel, or structure 

of their government” (Spier 1950, 376). 

A concept of public opinion tailor-made for scholars 

and journalists 
How could “public opinion” come to mean something so dif¬ 

ferent from what it had denoted for centuries? Publicly expressed 

opinions, influence on goverment—this part of Speier s definition 

we recognize; but the other part is something new: only opinions 

about questions of national significance, only the opinions of men 

whose judgments command respect, will count. This constitutes a 

radical narrowing of the concept and at the same time a qualitative 

change. We are dealing no longer with the middle term between 

knowledge and ignorance, as Socrates conceived of it. Instead, we 

have here a self-conscious power of opinion established close to the 

government, laying claim to an equal if not a superior judgment. 
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Such a transformation needs to be explained. When did public 

opinion lose its meaning as reputation? On first asking myself this 

question, I felt as if I had lost my wallet and had to go back and look 

for it. That was at the beginning of the sixties, almost at the same 

time that I noticed, and could find no explanation for, the remark¬ 

able discrepancy between the two curves of voting intentions and of 

expectations about who would win the election. It was not for seven 

years, however, that I noticed that the two questions were con¬ 

nected. 

David Hume’s thesis “Government is founded on opinion,” 

the prominent place Rousseau granted public opinion in the state, 

the overwhelming strength of public opinion in the United States— 

all this must have tempted power seekers to pose as public opinion 

representatives. The throne of public opinion seemed to be left 

vacant, as it were, in various works written up to the middle of the 

nineteenth century. At this point, however, a number of hefty 

tomes began to treat the subject systematically and debate which 

kind of public opinion would most benefit the state. The influence 

of philosophers, scholars, writers, and journalists sought their 

proper place in claiming to represent public opinion. In Jeremy 

Bentham’s treatment ([1838-43] 1962, 41-46) or in James Bryce’s 

(1888-89, 2:237-364, “Public Opinion”) we find many pointed 

social-psychological observations; but these are mixed with norma¬ 

tive demands as to the character and role that public opinion should 

play and also who should be considered its representative. Even this 

confusion was still a long way from the public opinion conceptual¬ 

ized by Speier (1950), Wilhelm Hennis (1957a) or Jürgen Habermas 

(1962), which amounted to nothing more than a critical political 
judgment. 

Shoveling snow off the sidewalk as public opinion 

The turning point seems to have occurred in the very last years 

of the nineteenth century. Between 1896 and 1898, Edward A. Ross 

published a series of articles (reprinted as a book in 1901) in the 

American Journal of Sociology. It seems that from this time on, 

public opinion shed its centuries-old connotation of pressure to 

conform and continued to exist only with the abbreviated meaning 

of a tribunal that criticized and controlled the government (Ross 

1969; Noelle 1966). Something of the earlier meaning remained, 

however. By way of example, when the social psychologist Floyd H. 

Allport (1937, 13) wrote “Toward a Science of Public Opinion” as 
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the opening essay in the first issue of the later famous Public 

Opinion Quarterly, he used the act of shoveling snow off the side¬ 

walk to illustrate the effectiveness of public opinion. He character¬ 

ized its substance with the words: “The phenomena to be studied 

under the term public opinion are essentially instances of behavior. 

. . . [These instances of behavior] are frequently performed with an 

awareness that others are reacting to the same situation in a similar 

manner.” But contemporary scholars, especially in Europe, were 
more irritated than intrigued by such ideas. 

Until the dead member drops from the social body 

What was it about Edward A. Ross’s articles at the turn of the 

century that had such a profound effect as to change the concept of 

public opinion? To begin with, Ross spoke like a second John 

Locke, and it is indeed amazing that he never referred to Locke. 

The coarse, vital man may ignore the social stigma. The culti¬ 
vated man may take refuge from the scorn of his neighbors in 
the opinion of other times and circles; but for the mass of men, 
the blame and the praise of their community are the very lords 
of life. . . . It is not so much the dread of what an angry public 
may do that disarms the modern American, as it is sheer 
inability to stand unmoved in the rush of totally hostile com¬ 
ment, to endure a life perpetually at variance with the con¬ 
science and feeling of those about him. . . . Only the criminal 
or the moral hero cares not how others may think of him. (Ross 
1969, 90, 105, 104) 

These words appear in Ross’s work in the chapter entitled “Public 

Opinion.” He sees public opinion, however, subordinated to a 

phenomenon he designates with a new term, which provided the 

title of his book: Social Control. Social control is exercised in 

human societies in many ways, says Ross. It may be completely 

visible and institutionalized—for example, in law, in religion, in 

national holidays, or in child-rearing practices. However, social 

control is also effective in the form of public opinion, which, though 

not institutionalized, possesses certain sanctions. Writing on social 

control more than half a century later, Richard T. LaPiere (1954, 

218-48) divided these sanctions into three categories: physical sanc¬ 

tions, economic sanctions, and, most important, psychological 

sanctions—which begin, perhaps, when people stop greeting some¬ 

one and end when the “dead member drops from the social body,” 

as Ross put it (1969, 92). 
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Ross calls special attention to the advantages of social control 

through public opinion. In comparison with the law, it is “flexible” 

and “cheap” (1969,95). His lively presentation was a great success, 

and “social control” became an established concept. The expres¬ 

sion has all the attractions of the new, and it is filled with all that 

John Locke once called the law of opinion or reputation. Many 

sociologists have taken up the subject of social control, but no one 

now equates social controls with public opinion. The double-faced 

integrating power that coerces both government and individual to 

respect the social consensus thus disappears. Effects on the indi¬ 

vidual are now called social control; effects on government are 

called public opinion, which, as an intellectual construct, at once 

takes on characteristics of the norm. The relationship between the 

two types of effects is destroyed. 

10 The Howling Chorus of Wolves 

Why are the paths so overgrown? Why 
do we have to fight our way through the bushes in search of the real 

meaning of public opinion? What is the function of this phe¬ 

nomenon with an old-fashioned name? A “classic concept” from 

our “traditional store of concepts”; “You can neither just drop it 
nor take it seriously in its original meaning”—so begins the 

sociologist Niklas Luhmann’s essay “Public Opinion,” which first 

appeared in 1970 (1971, 9). Like Walter Lippmann, whose book 

Public Opinion was published in 1922, Luhmann discovered char¬ 

acteristics of public opinion that had never been described before 

(cf. chapter 18 below). Both authors, however, have helped to blur 

the historical traces of the subject. Luhmann writes: “A glance at 

intellectual history shows that belief in reason could not be main¬ 

tained, nor could belief in the potential of public opinion to exercise 

critical control, to change government” (1971, 11). But who gave 

rise to this belief? Neither Locke nor Hume, neither Rosseau nor 
Tocqueville. 

None of the modern literature on public opinion would have 

taken me back to these sources had I not had a strange experience 

on a Sunday morning in Berlin, early in the summer of 1964. At the 



The Howling Chorus of Wolves 97 

time, I was spending the weekends in Berlin to prepare for my 

Monday lectures on survey research methods at the Free Univer¬ 

sity. There was already a note of farewell in all of this, for in the fall I 

was going to the University of Mainz as professor of communication 

research. On this particular Sunday morning—I hadn’t even had 

breakfast—something that looked like a book title suddenly came 

into my mind; but it had no connection with survey research 

methods, no connection with the work I had planned to do that day, 

absolutely no recognizable connection with anything. I ran to the 

table and wrote on a scrap of paper: “Public opinion and social 

control. ” I knew right away what sort of title it was; a year and a half 

later it was the title of my official inaugural lecture in Mainz (Noelle 

1966). 

It was this short title on a scrap of paper that prompted me to 

return to the topic of public opinion and to search for its historical 

traces. Why had it become so completely unfashionable to treat this 

subject as it had been understood for centuries, as involving the 

sensitive social nature of man, human dependence on the approval 

and disapproval of his environment? Doesn’t such an interpretation 

fit the self-image of modern man? Does it run counter to the 

wonderful self-awareness won through emancipation, through 

coming of age? If it does, it is easy to imagine that uneasiness will 

arise from the following comparisons of human and animal 

societies. 
The fear of isolation is a research topic that is noticeably 

avoided with respect to human beings but is treated in detail and 

uninhibitedly in research on animal behavior. Ethologists are so 

anxious to forestall accusations of anthropomorphism that they 

must often encounter reservations about comparing animal with 

human behavior. Erik Zimen, in The Wolf (1981, 43), writes that 

“we must certainly be very cautious in comparing human and 

animal behavior. Behavior patterns that appear similar may have 

entirely different functions, while others of entirely different 

appearance and phylogenetic origin may perform the same 

function. . . . Nevertheless, comparative observation of human 

beings and animals can stimulate new ideas, which must then be 

tested by exact observation or experiment, particularly when spe¬ 

cies socially organized in such a similar manner as wolf and man are 

being investigated.” 
In any event, language is quite without self-consciousness, and 

we have no difficulty in understanding the expression “to howl with 
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the pack” (of wolves). One could as well speak of “howling with the 

dogs.” “Howling in chorus” is just as common among dogs as 

among wolves, and chimpanzees too will sometimes howl in chorus 

(Alverdes 1925, 108; Lawick-Goodall 1971; Neumann 1981). 

Getting in the mood for joint action 

Wolves, according to Erik Zimen, howl primarily in the eve¬ 

ning before setting out to hunt, and early in the morning as a 

preliminary to the morning’s activities. “To a wolf the howling of 

another wolf is a powerful stimulus to follow suit. . . .But this does 

not invariably happen. The initial howl of an animal of low rank, for 

instance, is a less effective trigger than that of a superior animal” 

(Zimen 1981,71). Not included in the howling are all the oppressed 

wolves, the outcasts, and the excluded. The similarity between the 

situation of the oppressed and the outcasts and that of the low- 

ranking wolves indicates how important it must be not to isolate 

oneself and to be allowed to take part in what the American wolf 

researcher Adolph Murie (1944) called “the friendly get-together,” 

in other words, howling in chorus. To be an outcast wolf also has 

concrete disadvantages: its food is taken away (Zimen 1981, 243). 

What is the function of this howling? Erik Zimen: “This re¬ 

striction to ‘insiders’ suggests that the ceremony reinforces the 

cohesion of the pack. The wolves confirm their friendly, coopera¬ 

tive feeling for one another, so to speak. The timing also suggests 

that it serves the purpose of synchronizing and coordinating the 

phase of activity that follows. The wolves that have just awoken 

from sleep are quickly put into a mood that facilitates a joint 
enterprise” (ibid., 75). 

Flock behavior 

According to a report by Thure von Uexkiill, Konrad Lorenz 

also perceived synchronization, or being able to take common 

action, when he observed the acoustic signals jackdaws use to 
regulate their flock behavior. 

The flock of jackdaws, which flies out to the fields by day to 
hunt for food and to the woods in the evening to sleep, uses the 
calls of individual birds to agree on a common course. If the 
courses of the individual birds diverge in the morning or eve¬ 
ning hours, the flock can be observed flying back and forth for a 
while. If the ‘djak’ calls predominate over the ‘djok’ calls, the 
flock flies in the direction of the woods or vice versa. This goes 
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on until all the birds are producing only one of the calls and the 
flock as a whole either flies into the woods or out to the fields. 
The flock is then prepared to take action by common agree¬ 
ment, whether it be looking for food or settling down to sleep. 
There is a common mood or something like a common emo¬ 
tion. Thus the flock of jackdaws is a voting republic. (Uexkiill 
1963-64, 174) 

In On Aggression, Konrad Lorenz entitles his chapter on the group 

behavior of fish “Anonymity of the flock” (Lorenz 1966, 139-49). 

The most primitive form of a “society” in the broadest sense of 
the term is the anonymous flock, of which the shoal of ocean 
fishes is the most typical example. Inside the shoal, there is no 
structure of any kind, there is no leader and there are no led, 
but just a huge collection of like elements. Of course these 
influence each other mutually, and there are certain very sim¬ 
ple forms of “communication” between individuals of the 
shoal. When one of them senses danger and flees, it infects with 
its mood all the others which have perceived its fear. . . . The 
purely quantitative and, in a sense, democratic action of this 
process called “social induction” by sociologists means that a 
school of fish is the less resolute the more individuals it contains 
and the stronger its herd instinct is. A fish which begins, for any 
reason, to swim in a certain direction cannot avoid leaving the 
school and thus finding itself in an isolated position. Here it 
falls under the influence of all those stimuli calculated to draw 
it back into the school, (ibid., 144-45) 

Isolation, losing contact with the school, could mean sudden 

danger to the individual’s life. For that reason, group behavior 

seems to be perfectly functional, and as advantageous for the sur¬ 

vival of the individual as for the group. 

What happens if an individual has no fear of isolation? Konrad 

Lorenz reports on an experiment conducted by Erich von Holst 

with a minnow, a fish that belongs to the genus of the carp. 

Erich von Holst removed from a common minnow, the fore¬ 
brain, which, in this species, is the site of all shoaling reactions. 
The pithed minnow sees, eats, and swims like a normal fish, its 
only aberrant behavior property being that it does not mind if it 
leaves the shoal unaccompanied by other fishes. It lacks the 
hesitancy of the normal fish, which, even when it very much 
wants to swim in a certain direction, turns around after its first 
movements to look at its shoalmates and lets itself be in¬ 
fluenced according to whether any others follow it or not... if 
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it saw food or had any other reason for doing so, it swam 
resolutely in a certain direction and—the whole shoal fol¬ 
lowed it. 

Lorenz comments: “By virtue of its deficiency, the brainless animal 

had become the dictator!” (Lorenz 1966, 146). 

Modern brain researchers say that in the human brain as well 

there are certain zones that supervise the relationship between the 

self and the world outside (Pribram 1979), which is to say, zones 

that are open to attack by the anonymous group. “We are more 

vulnerable . . . than we think,” the analyst of human relations, 

Horst E. Richter (1976, 34), once said; and he meant that we are 

vulnerable to the way the environment judges and treats us. Must 

human beings really hide their social nature as if they were embar¬ 

rassed by it? 

“The reason of man, like man himself is timid and cautious, 

when left alone; and acquires firmness and confidence, in propor¬ 

tion to the number with which it is associated”; so James Madison 

described the phenomenon (Madison 1961, 340). In his book, Les 

societes animales, published in 1877, the French sociologist Alfred 

Espinas expressed similar ideas, basing them on a research report 

by a biologist, A. Forel: “The courage of an ant waxes in exact 

proportion to the number of its companions and friends of the same 

genus and wanes to the extent that it is separated from them. Any 

inhabitant of a strongly populated ant hill is much more courageous 

than the same ant belonging to a very small colony. The same 

worker that will let itself be killed ten times over if it is surrounded 

by its companions will be extraordinarily fearful and avoid the 

merest hint of danger if it is alone just twenty meters from its nest. 

The same is true of wasps” (cited in Reiwald 1948, 59). 

Must we create a fiction of public opinion based on critical 

judgment because to acknowledge the real forces that keep human 

society together would not be compatible with our ego ideal? 



11 Public Opinion among 
African and Pacific Tribes 

In his book The Forest People, Colin M. 
Turnbull (1961), an anthropologist, describes the life of pygmies in 

the Congo forests. We are introduced to a happy camp life: the men 

assemble in the evenings for group singing; in the mornings the 

young people awaken the sleepers with their cries and calls. Before 

a hunt, the people often dance. Men and women form a circle 

around the whole camp, singing a hunting song, clapping their 

hands together, peering to the left and to the right, and jumping 

great leaps, thereby imitating the animals they hope to kill. 

In the background of this pastoral scene, dramatic conflicts 

occur. Cephu, a leader of five families who was once highly re¬ 

spected but has fallen on hard times through bad luck as a hunter, is 

often found on the fringes of collective enterprises. He transgresses 

the rules of solidarity by secretly spreading his net in the forest 

ahead of the nets of the others participating in a hunting drive. The 

women and children, who are the drivers, send the game to his nets 

first. On the evening of the day we are observing, no one talks to 

him and he is not even offered a place among the men at their 

evening gathering. He demands that a young lout move over and 

make a space for him, but the youth just sits there, and another 

person starts to sing a mocking song about Cephu to the effect that 

he is not a man at all but an animal. Unnerved, Cephu offers to give 

up the meat from the spoils of his hunt. His offer is immediately 

accepted, and everyone goes to the huts of Cephu’s people, which 

are away from the body of the camp, and ransacks the huts, looking 

in every corner and take everything edible, including meat already 

stewing in a pot over the fire. Later that evening, one of Cephu’s 

distant relatives carries a pot filled to the brim with meat and 

mushroom sauce back to Cephu and his people. Even later that 

night, Cephu is seen again among the circle of men around the dying 

fire, joining their song. Once again, he belongs among them (Turn- 

bull 1961, 94^108). 

One cannot survive alone 

Another occurrence concerns a young man who has been 

caught in incest with a cousin. No one is willing to provide him 
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protection in a hut, and his peers drive him with knives and spears 

out of the village and into the forest. Turnbull quotes an account 

given by one of the young man’s tribe: “He has been driven to the 

forest and he will have to live there alone. Nobody will accept him 

into their group after what he has done. And he will die, because 

one cannot survive alone in the forest. The forest will kill him.” 

Then, Turnbull says the informant—in a manner characteristic of 

pygmy men—suddenly broke into a smothered laugh, clapped his 

hands, and observed: “He has been doing it for months; he must 

have been very stupid to let himself get caught” (Turnbull 1961, 

112). It was clear that this stupidity counted for more than the incest 

itself. 

That same night, the hut of the young man’s family took fire 

and a fight broke out between the families. During the fight, the 

original cause, the incest, was hardly mentioned in the general 

uproar and argument. But the next morning, the mother of the 

young girl who had been shamed was seen eagerly helping to fix the 

hut of the ones who had injured her, and three days later the young 

man crept back into camp in the evening and sat among the bache¬ 

lors again. At first no one would talk to him, but then a woman sent 

a little girl to him with a bowl of something to eat, and the matter 

was laid to rest (ibid., 113-14). 

Weapons of the outside world: spite and ridicule 

In the cases described by Turnbull the conflicts were settled, 

but not before they had been discussed by the whole camp. There 

was, he said, no judge, no court, no jury. There was no formal 

procedure at all, no council that reached decisions, and no chief. 

Every case was treated so as not to endanger the cohesiveness of the 

group. A society living by hunting with nets had to retain above all 

else its capacity for cooperation. Its individual members were kept 

under control by two means: they feared, above all, being despised 

and being ridiculous. One is reminded of Edward Ross’s descrip¬ 

tion of public opinion as social control: “It is more effective than 

court judgments, it penetrates to every corner and is cheap” (Ross 
1969, 95). 

Margaret Mead’s three kinds of public opinion 

In the thirties, under the title “Public Opinion Mechanisms 

among Primitive Peoples,” Margaret Mead (1937) described three 

types of public opinion processes encountered among primitive 
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peoples. She found public opinion to be effective when anyone 

emerged as a violator of laws; when there was uncertainty about 

how the laws were to be interpreted; and when a conflict erupted or 

a decision had to be reached about future behavior or procedural 

issues. In such instances, the steps or the measures for reaching a 

consensus had to be established, and Mead thought that the 

mechanisms of public opinion were required to maintain the com¬ 
munity’s capacity for action. 

The first type she describes is analogous to the pygmies’ 

method (Mead 1937, 8-9). It only works, she says, in relatively 

small communities, around two hundred or, at the most, four 

hundred people. She illustrates it with the Arapesh tribe in New 

Guinea. In this tribe, dependence on fixed rules is minimal and 

many precepts are short-lived; they appear and are forgotten again. 

The community exists almost without any system of rules. There are 

scarcely any firm positions of authority and no political institutions, 

no judges, no courts, no priests, no medicine men, and no heredi¬ 
tary leadership castes. 

A communal pork dinner 

As a case of conflict resolution. Mead describes what happens 

when an Arapesh discovers a trespassing pig rooting in his garden. 

He does not act in a way we would call spontaneous; on the 

contrary, he is extremely careful. It is clear, at all events, that he will 

kill the pig because that is the generally accepted custom. While the 

pig is still rooting in the garden, however, or immediately after it 

has been killed and when it is still bleeding from the wound made by 

the spear, the owner of the garden calls a few friends in for consulta¬ 

tion—his peers, brothers, brothers-in-law. Should he send the slain 

pig back to its owner, who at least will then have the meat to use to 

pay damages; or should he keep the meat and eat it as compensation 

for the irritation and the harm done to his garden? If these friends of 

his age and situation counsel him to go the conciliatory route, giving 

the animal back to the owner, then that will happen. If they plead 

the more risky approach, another round of counselors will be 

sought among the older generation—the father, the uncles. If they 

too favor keeping the meat, then, finally, a particularly respected 

man will be asked. If he also approves, the pig will be eaten jointly 

by all those who were in favor of the action as a sign that they will 

stick together and defend the decision should difficulties arise be¬ 

cause of it, and to show that they are ready to share in any un- 
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pleasant consequences, such as black magic or the hatred of the 

pig’s owner and his clique. 

Unclear or changing rules require great attention 

Exploring which behavior to adopt under such conditions in 

order not to be isolated must be a careful and circumstantial process 

because there are no clear rules. New situations continually arise in 

which the individual must decide for or against something. When he 

has reached a decision, he and his fellows must uphold it vigorously. 

On the other hand, alliances are short-lived. Discord is quickly laid 

aside, and, by the time the next conflict occurs, there will be new 

parties. 
That we are dealing here with public opinion processes cannot 

be doubted, for all the ingredients are present: the controversy, the 

two camps, the attempt to act in such a way as not to isolate oneself, 

the excitement that comes of knowing oneself to be in the right—all 

these play their part. It may be doubted whether we are dealing with 

“public” opinion, whether the element of “publicness” is really 

present. It is certainly not present in the same sense that we under¬ 

stand the term in modern mass society. Today, “public” implies 

anonymity, equal opportunity of access, the individual finding him¬ 

self among a formless mass of others whose names, faces, and 

dispositions he does not know. The Arapesh know the members of 

their little settlement community. What they experience too, 

however, is public exposure in the sense of that all-embracing social 

membership from which no one wants to be separated, excluded, or 
isolated. 

The dual system or party mentality 

To describe the second way in which public opinion processes 

are carried out. Mead uses an example from the latmul, a tribe of 

New Guinea headhunters (Mead 1937, 10-12). Like the Arapesh, 

they have no chiefs, no central authority and are nonetheless capa¬ 

ble of making decisions and of acting effectively. Unlike the 

Arapesh, they do not resolve conflicts by having individuals care¬ 

fully seek out the majority opinion. The latmul have developed a 

“dual” system: the tribe is split into two camps or parties, according 

to formal criteria, between which at any given time disputes are 

decided. Mead believes that this procedure is required for larger 

social units to achieve a consensus (among the latmul, tribes reach 

1,000 persons). Individuals do not decide in favor of a particular 
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point of view on the basis of the issue or because they have reflected 

on it, but because their group represents that viewpoint. How these 

groups are constructed and which side the individual ends up on 

appear to be arbitrary. People born in winter may belong to one 

party, people born in summer to the other. The parties may consist 

of those living north of the graveyard versus those living south of it. 

Or they may consist of those whose maternal line may not eat hawk 

versus those whose maternal line may not eat parrots, those who 

trace their paternal descent from clan A versus clan B, or those who 

belong to one or another of two neighboring age groups. The 

system functions only because these groups cut across one another 

in a variety of ways; people who may be opponents in one matter 

today will be allies on another issue tomorrow. In this way, the 

community is never split, although it always remains thoroughly 

dual; that is, it applies a pattern for easily achieved splits, corre¬ 

sponding to the “in favor” or “opposed” camps that characterize 

every public opinion process. 

Decisions are not reached by majority consent. The people 

whose interests are affected the most seek a resolution, and mem¬ 

bers of each formal group adopt their catchwords, which are re¬ 

peated informally. Mead thinks that in modern societies many 

questions are decided by similar dual arrangements: members of 

political parties, interest groups, or regional coalitions passionately 

fight on this side or that, not because of the substantive issues but 

because their camp has adopted a given position. Solutions are 

finally reached according to the strength shown by the members of 

the two camps. Modern political jargon betrays the direct relations 

this mechanism of public opinion bears to our present systems. The 

term “polarization” points to the dual form that arises when we 

must decide between opposing alternatives; the modern expression 

“party mentality” designates the attitude for which Margaret Mead 

used the latmul as an example. 

The individual is powerless: formalism on Bali 

Margaret Mead uses the south sea island people of Bali to 

illustrate the third way of holding a society together (1937, 12-14). 

A rigid ceremonial order is at once apparent. Legal skill deter¬ 

mines questions in dispute. All healthy adult men belong to the 

council, and, with the passing years, each moves to increasingly 

higher positions in office, and it becomes his duty to engage in the 

most painstaking interpretation of the inherited rules. Let us imag- 
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ine that a case is presented to them. A couple have married, but 

doubts have arisen as to whether the marriage should be regarded 

as legitimate or as incestuous. They are first cousins even though 

two generations removed. Genealogically, the woman is the 

“grandmother” of the young man. Marriages between first cousins 

are prohibited. What is the determining point in this case: the 

first-cousin relationship or separation by two generations? A 

threatening tension builds for a full day. The council meets, and the 

leaders consider a series of arguments but come to no decision. No 

one takes sides and there are no lawyers for the families involved. 

No effort is made to determine the ruling opinion. Finally the 

council’s expert for matters pertaining to the calendar decides: first 

order means first order; the marriage is to be regarded as a violation 

of the rules. The punishment for those who have violated the 

rules—isolation—now must follow. The houses of both spouses are 

picked up and carried outside the southern boundaries of the vil¬ 

lage, where they are deposited in the punishment zone. The whole 

population helps. The couple is expelled; it may no longer partici¬ 

pate in any meetings or events in the village, other than services 

pertaining to burial rites. 

Are we really still dealing with a public opinion mechanism 

when we consider how the Balinese resolve conflicts? The transition 

to other forms of social control is, to be sure, a smooth one. Edward 

Ross by no means restricted social control to public opinion but 

expressly added to it the system of justice. Events among the 

Balinese do remind one of a judicial system, albeit without written 

laws or speeches for the defense. Divine commandments, formal 

statutes, and the law of opinion—to stick to the trichotomy pro¬ 

posed by John Locke—converge and, in some circumstances, leave 

the individual no leeway to escape the fate of isolation, no matter 

how careful he is or how many supporters he might gather. 

Margaret Mead bases the utility of investigating public opinion 

among primitive people on the possibility of studying there, in pure 

cultural form, that which in modern societies has become confused. 

We can differentiate the procedures of the Arapesh, the latmul and 

the Balinese by the degree to which the individual can or must take 

a part in reaching and maintaining a consensus. Among the 

Arapesh, the individual is required to exercise the greatest atten¬ 

tiveness, for the rules are in flux and what is correct today may be 

wrong tomorrow; one may quickly find oneself ousted. In the 

latmul system, the individual is still important as a follower of one 
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of the two parties. Among the Balinese, for whom most of the rules 

have become rigidified, individuals may find themselves completely 

without influence. The great sensitivity that the Arapesh develop 

contrasts with the thorough fatalism of the Balinese. Under these 

latter circumstances, the quasistatistical organ for evaluating the 

environment must atrophy. 

Control by neighbors 

The composite model of public opinion that Margaret Mead 

describes among the Zuni is fluid (1937, 15-16). Everyone is con¬ 

stantly observed and judged by his or her neighbors; public opinion 

is continually present as a negative sanction. This puts the brakes on 

all occupations and prevents many actions from ever occurring. If 

we look for modern analogies, we can certainly see that neighbor¬ 

hood control not only limits but also elicits action, as for example, 

when in Europe a family airs bedclothes out of the window in the 

morning in a demonstratively visible fashion to signal that here the 

norms of cleanliness are being maintained. How precisely mecha¬ 

nisms of public opinion like the Zuni’s have been developed in 

other cultures can be seen in particular customs: not drawing drapes 

in the evening so that all those outside can see into the well-lit 

rooms; disapproving of hedges between yards as symbolic unfriend¬ 

liness against neighbors; or disapproving if someone closes the 

inside doors of an office or home. 

12 Storming the Bastille: 
Public Opinion and 
Mass Psychology 

These accounts from New Guinea or Bali 

could easily be misunderstood as exotic travelogs. Margaret Mead, 

therefore, sought modern Western parallels in order to show what 

is common to the processes of public opinion. As a parallel to the 

procedures of the Arapesh, she selected an example that would 

reach her American readers, the lynch mob (1937, 7). She believed 

that, in both cases, individuals acted spontaneously in response to 
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the situation; they acted the way they felt was right and obtained, 

thereby, a political result, although they made no effort to come to a 

collective agreement. 
It is strange that Margaret Mead does not notice the huge 

difference between the situation of the careful Arapesh in whose 

garden another man’s pig is rooting, and that of the individual 

participant in the middle of a lynch mob. The Arapesh never allows 

himself to be drawn into a spontaneous action “in terms of his own 

feeling on the subject” (ibid.). He manages the affair with extreme 

circumspection, as Mead herself describes it, for he is subject to 

social control and attempts to secure for himself by his caution the 

support of influential individuals, accomplishing this, among other 

ways, by letting them take part in the pork dinner, or even insisting 

that they do so. 

Being in a crowd reduces the necessity 

of monitoring the environment 

For those who participate in a lynching, quite the opposite is 

true. They abandon all caution; they cease to be single individuals 

under scrutiny from others who approve or reject their behavior, 

and become completely absorbed instead by the anonymous mass. 

Thus they become freed from social controls which otherwise would 

dog every step they take within reach of public sight or sound. 

Mead’s modern illustrative example is a phenomenon which 

can be characterized better as a spontaneous crowd. L. von Wiese 

(1955, 424) calls it a konkrete Masse, i.e. a mass of people in 

physical contact or at least in sight of each other who, for a short 

time, emerge as a group and act together as a group as though they 

were a single being. That is surely not an analog to the Arapesh. In 

solving the problem of the trespassing pig, a consensus was sought 

from what was regarded as a sufficiently respected set of people, but 

each participant remained a wholly separate and distinct person, 
with a particular role. 

The kind of behavior typified by the lynch mob, or collective 

behavior in general, has fascinated scientists and educated audi¬ 

ences since the French revolution and the storming of the Bastille. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a flood of essays and 

books on crowd psychology have focused on this puzzling man¬ 

ifestation of human nature. Unfortunately they have probably im¬ 

peded the understanding of public opinion processes more than 
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they have advanced it. In the twentieth century, mass eruptions and 
public opinion were perceived to be at least diffusely connected one 
to another, when they were not outright identified, as by Margaret 
Mead. Such a conception, however, obliterated the characteristic 
elements of the social-psychological phenomenon of public opinion 
that had previously been so clearly delineated by seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century writers. 

What is the relationship between mass psychological explo¬ 
sions and public opinion? To start this investigation, it seems useful 
to bring to mind the storming of the Bastille as the French historian 
Taine described it. 

Each district serves as a center, and the Royal Palace is the 
largest one of all. From one to another, there circulate a stream 
of proposals, complaints, debates, and simultaneously a 
stream of humanity, which pushes its way in or tumbles for¬ 
ward, with no guidance other than its own momentum and the 
accidents of its course. A crowd assembles itself here, then 
there; its strategy amounts to shoving and be shoved. The 
crowds manage to get in only to those places where they are let 
in. When they get into the Invalides, it is only with the assist¬ 
ance of the soldiers. They shoot at the walls of the Bastille from 
ten in the morning until five in the afternoon—walls that are 40 
feet high and 30 feet wide—and only accidently does a shot hit 
one of the Invalides on the towers. . . . The masses are spared 
as one spares children, taking pains to assure that they damage 
as little as possible. At the first demands, the governor with¬ 
draws the cannon from the firing ports and invites the first 
deputation to breakfast with him. He makes the men of the 
garrison swear not to shoot if they are not attacked. When he 
finally allows them to fire, it is only in the last extremity, to 
defend the second bridge, and only after he has announced to 
the attackers that he is going to allow the troops to fire. In 
short, his forbearance, patience, and longsuffering are extraor¬ 
dinary and fully reflect this era’s conception of the humane. 
The unfamiliar sensations of attack and resistance, the smell of 
powder, the violence of the attack drives the people wild. They 
seem to know nothing more than that they must throw them¬ 
selves against this massive pile of stone. Their remedies are at 
the same level as their tactics: some believe they have captured 
the governor’s daughter and want to burn her to force her 
father to yield. Others set fire to a projecting portion of the 
building that is filled with straw, and thereby obstruct their own 
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path. “The Bastille was not taken by force,” said the 
courageous Elie, one of the fighters. “It surrendered before it 
ever could be attacked.” 

Capitulation occurs on the condition that no one will be 
harmed. The garrison does not have the heart to shoot at so 
many living beings while their own protective cover is so good, 
and the soldiers are, furthermore, confused by the sight of the 
enormous mass assembled about them. Only eight or nine 
hundred people are attacking, but the area in front of the 
Bastille and the surrounding streets are full of the curious who 
have come to see the spectacle. As one eyewitness relates, 
there are among them “a number of elegant, good-looking 
women who have left their carriages some distance away.” 
From the height of the fortress’s breastworks, it must appear to 
the 120 men of the garrison as if all Paris has poured itself out 
against them. So it is they who let down the drawbridge and 
allow the enemy to enter. Everyone has lost their head, the 
besieged as well as the besiegers—though the latter to a greater 
extent as they are drunk with triumph. They have scarcely 
entered before they begin to break everything; those who 
come late shoot at those who came earlier, completely accord¬ 
ing to chance. Sudden omnipotence and the freedom to kill are 
too strong a wine for the nature of men; giddiness overtakes 
them, they see red, and all ends in a wild delirium. 

. . . The French guards, who know the laws of war, 
attempt to keep their word, but the masses behind them do not 
know whom they encounter and strike out with random vio¬ 
lence. They spare the Swiss who shot at them because, from 
their blue uniforms, they take them to be prisoners. In their 
stead, they fall upon the Invalides who opened the Bastille to 
them. The one who prevented the governor from blowing up 
the fortress has his hand cut off at the wrist with a sabre stroke, 
is stabbed through twice, and his hand, which rescued a quarter 
of Paris, is carried in triumph through the streets. (Taine 1916, 
66-69) 

Such a scene of mass hysteria is very different from what we have 

defined here as public opinion by empirical and historical analysis. 

Public opinion inheres in those attitudes and models of behavior at 

a specific time and place which are adhered to with vigor; which, in 

any environment of established viewpoints, one must exhibit to 

avoid social isolation; and which, in an environment of changing 

viewpoints or in a newly emerging area of tension, one can express 
without isolating oneself. 
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Do such outbreaks of the crowd have anything at all to do with 

public opinion? There is a simple criterion with which to answer this 

question. All instances of public opinion entail a threat of isolation. 

Whenever individuals are not free to speak or act according to their 

own inclinations but must consider the views of their social environ¬ 

ment in order to prevent becoming isolated, we are dealing with 
some manifestation of public opinion. 

In this regard, there can be no doubt about the concrete mass, 

or excited crowd. The people who went along with the storming of 

the Bastille, like those who only thronged the streets as sensation- 

hungry onlookers, knew perfectly well how they had to behave in 

order to avoid being isolated: they had to show approval. By the 

same token, they knew what sort of behavior would expose them to 

a life-endangering isolation, namely, rejection and criticism of the 

crowd’s course of action. The unequivocal character, the sharpness 

of the threat of isolation against every deviant from a crowd in this 

acute stage teaches us that, at root, crowd hysteria is a manifesta¬ 

tion of public opinion. In place of the storming of the Bastille, we 

could easily substitute scenes of mass activity from the present—the 

outcry at a football stadium against a referee’s decision or against a 

team that has disappointed its fans. Or at the scene of an accident: a 

large Cadillac with out-of-state license plates has hit a child; it 

makes no difference whether the child ran into the car’s path or 

whether the driver is to blame—everyone in the crowd will know 

that they dare not take the part of the driver. Or a demonstration 

concerning the death of a victim of police brutality; it is impossible 

to defend the policeman. 

Whereas in other settings one must, with more or less diffi¬ 

culty, orient oneself to the kinds of behavior that are approved, in a 

scene of mass excitement these are as clear as daylight. The under¬ 

standing that unites the participants and binds them to the crowd 

may, of course, have a variety of origins. According to these, mass 

scenes can be characterized. 

An active mob can draw its strength from elements that are 

either timeless, or springing from the Zeitgeist. The timeless condi¬ 

tion is related to what Tönnies called the “firm” conditions of 

aggregation, and the time-bound is related to the “fluid” state. 

Mobs based on timeless elements are typically aroused by instinc¬ 

tive reactions: hunger riots; protecting a small child who has been 

run over; closing ranks against a stranger or a foreigner; taking sides 

with one’s own team or nation. It is on this basis that the Nazi 



112 Chapter Twelve 

minister of propaganda Goebbels was able to mobilize a full sta¬ 

dium with his rallying call, “Do you want to have total war?” 

Timeless, or at least not dependent on topical conditions; so we 

would describe communal anger over the transgression of shared 

moral traditions. By contrast we might say that mass demonstra¬ 

tions that evolve out of fluid conditions, changing values, or new 

conceptions of value are determined by particular historical condi¬ 

tions. 
The concrete mass can be used as a strategic device to speed up 

the spread of new ideas. In the normal course of events, it takes a 

very long time for the separated individuals of a dispersed mass to 

come around to a new idea. If you succeed in organizing the 

individuals into a concrete mass that favors the new idea, the 

process of value change will be considerably speeded up because 

the mass demonstrates that the idea can be supported openly with¬ 

out risk of isolation. The time-bound mass is a typical phenomenon 

of revolutionary periods. So the concrete mass may serve as an 

enormously intensified kind of public opinion. 

The situation of the individual in a concrete mass is completely 

different from that of the person in a latent mass. In an active mob 

he is not required to test painstakingly what he can or must publicly 

express; here, the mainspring, the fear of isolation, is suspended. 

The individual feels himself to be part of a unit and has no fear of a 

court of judgment. 

Public opinion, if flouted, may result in spontaneous crowds 
A mob—or concrete mass—may also arise out of the discharge 

of tension between a consensus and an individual or a minority 

group that opposes stubborn norms, instinctive reactions, or the 

adoption of new value systems. The spontaneous mass thus reflects 

the two-sided nature of public opinion. Its effects are directed both 

downward and upward; it may attack institutions or governments 

whose principles or behavior have damaged consensus, or it may 

attack those that will not accede to a demand for change. Social 

researchers have measured such tensions with representative sur¬ 

veys in order to be able to predict the outbreak of revolutionary 

disturbances. To do this, one uses a series of questions to find out 

what the situation is as the people understand it, and how they think 

things should be. When the gap between the two widens to beyond 
its usual limits, danger lies ahead.’ 

9. Leo Crespi, oral report at the 24th annual conference of the American 
Association for Public Opinion Research, Lake George, 1969. 
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In an abstract or latent mass, in contrast to a concrete mass, 

there exists a mutuality of thought and feeling that is not specific to 

one place but produces conditions favorable for the emergence of a 

concrete mass, or what Theodor Geiger called an “effective” mass. 

This is similar to Leopold von Wiese’s “clandestine community” as 
he speaks of it in the following example. 

In August 1926, a variety of outbreaks against strangers had 

occurred in Paris. After a certain period of quiet, another serious 

incident occurred. A bus full of foreigners was stopped near a fire by 

the police who instructed them to take another route, in view of the 
possibility that the fire might spread. 

The crowd apparently believed that the stangers had come to 
watch the blaze and immediately attacked the party. . . . Be¬ 
fore the police could prevent it, a regular hail of stones poured 
down on the passengers of the bus, many of whom were in¬ 
jured. Only through the energetic efforts of the guards was it 
possible to free the strangers. Among those arrested was a 
well-known Parisian painter who was said to have taken active 
part in the stoning of the bus. . . . Was there an abstract mass 
here before the incident? There certainly was—the clandestine 
community of all those who were outraged at foreign exploita¬ 
tion of their monetary inflation. It was the unorganized, in¬ 
numerable mass consisting of all those who hated foreigners. 
(Wiese 1955, 424) 

Unstable crowds do not reflect public opinion 

The role of emotional crowds in the public opinion process—a 

process which is always trying to establish a value—becomes in¬ 

creasingly clear the closer the situation comes to being an “orga¬ 

nized group” (McDougall 1920-21, 48ff.). An organized group is 

one that has undergone a long-term development toward a particu¬ 

lar goal and that has leading figures or a leading group who have 

deliberately originated the development of a concrete, “effective,” 

mass or who have deliberately reshaped one. In contrast, one can 

imagine primitive, spontaneous, unorganized masses which arise 

under certain circumstances without any goal of established public 

opinion. These masses arise with the single purpose of reaching the 

emotional climax which comes with participation in a spontaneous 

crowd: the feeling of mutuality, the intense excitement, the impa¬ 

tience, the feeling of strength and irresistible power, the pride, the 

permission to be intolerant or sensitive, the loss of a sense of reality. 

To members of such a mob, nothing appears improbable; every¬ 

thing may be believed without inconvenient reasoning; it is easy to 
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act without responsibility and without making demands on endur¬ 

ance. It is characteristic of this kind of a crowd that it is completely 

unpredictable in its shifts from one goal to another and that it 

cannot be steered or guided, as the swing from “Hosanna!” to 

“Crucify him!” testifies. 

The accounts of unstable crowds passed down for centuries 

have been so impressive that these images have become fixed in our 

minds as the natural way in which opinions develop in large crowds. 

We come to expect sudden shifts in viewpoints. But neither the sum 

of individual opinions measured in survey research, nor single 

individuals’ estimates of the climate of opinion shows the instability 

that these accounts lead one to expect from “mass man.” The 

abstract, latent masses and the concrete, effective masses follow 

different laws. They are composed in the one instance of people 

possessed by, and in the other of people without, a fear of isolation. 

The sense of mutuality is so penetrating in the concrete mass that 

individuals no longer need to assure themselves about how to speak 

or how to act. In such a dense union, even dramatic swings are 

possible. 

13 Fashion Is Public Opinion 

find any situation exciting, and 
often inspiring, when they are part of a crowd. Today the resources 

of survey research allow us to observe the elation that occurs when 

an olympiad or a football championship takes place, or when a 

three-part television crime series empties the streets, or when a 

whole population rivets its attention on the exploits of a national 

hero. Even an election campaign produces elation. 

Does this feeling of belonging arise from phylogenetic roots, 

from a state of security and strength, because the individual is 
briefly liberated from fears of isolation? 

Statistical intuition as a link between the individual 

and the collective 

“No one has succeeded in making clear how the relation of the 

individual consciousness to the collective consciousness is to be 
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conceived,” wrote the British social psychologist William 

McDougall in The Group Mind (1920-21, 30). Sigmund Freud 

thought that collective structures like the “group mind” and the 

juxtaposition of individual and society were unnecessary con¬ 

structs. To Freud, placing the individual on the one side and society 

on the other seemed “the rupture of a natural relationship.” 

According to Freud, things do not depend on a large number of 

people who seek to affect the individual from the outside, as it were. 

The individual has no relation to groups of people; his world con¬ 

sists of those few decisive and representative relations he has with 

certain other persons. These relations determine the individual’s 

affective attitudes, and they determine his relation to the whole. 

Therefore, for Freud, even the scientific specialty of “social 
psychology” is a fiction. 

Through the methods of survey research today we recognize 

the highly sensitive human capacity of a quasistatistical sense organ 

to perceive—without using statistical techniques—frequency dis¬ 

tributions and changes of opinion in the environment, a capability 

Freud’s ideas could not explain. What is peculiar about these en¬ 

vironmental perceptions, these assessments of what most people 

think, is that they change simultaneously in practically all popula¬ 

tion groups (see figs. 11-13; see also chapter 24). There must be 

something beyond the individual’s actual personal relations, an 

intuitive faculty perhaps, for permanently monitoring a multitude 

of people, just as there is a sphere that is aptly termed “public.” 

McDougall expressly assumed that there was such a thing as an 

awareness of public sentiment, and we find more and more indica¬ 

tions of such an awareness today. As McDougall wrote, in public 

each individual acts on the basis of a knowledge of public opinion 

(1920-21, 39^0). 

We can see this statistical sense organ as the link that connects 

the person with the collective. We need not assume any mysterious 

collective consciousness, only the individual’s capability, with re¬ 

gard to persons, behavior patterns, and ideas, to perceive environ¬ 

mental relations of approval and disapproval, to perceive their 

shifts and changes, and to react accordingly so as to avoid isolation 

as far as possible. McDougall states the motive thus: During “the 

formation of a crowd, . . . that isolation of the individual, which 

oppresses every one of us, though it may not be explicitly formu¬ 

lated in his consciousness, is for the time being abolished” (1920- 

21, 24). 
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In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, two views have 

repeatedly clashed—the view that stresses instinctual behavior and 

sees man as determined by herd instincts; and the view that assumes 

man reacts rationally to the experience of reality, something much 

more in line with humanistic ideals. From one historical perspective 

it can be said that behaviorism has supplanted two different instinct 

theories, the one by the British biologist Wilfred Trotter (1916) and 

the other one by McDougall. Adding to the confusion is the fact 

that an important and manifest kind of human behavior, imitation, 

has two different roots, two different motives, which cannot be 

distinguished by outward appearances. We return here to the dis¬ 

tinction between imitation as learning with the intent to gain 

knowledge; imitation of proven behavior patterns in order to profit 

from the experience and knowledge of others; the adoption of 

arguments because we assume they derive from good judgment, 

from what we take to be good taste; and the other kind of imitation: 

that arising from an effort to be similar to others; imitation stem¬ 

ming from a fear of isolation. The schools of thought that empha¬ 

sized the rationality of man regarded imitation as a purposeful 

learning strategy. Because these schools clearly prevailed over the 

instinct theories, the subject of imitation out of fear of isolation fell 
into neglect. 

Why must men wear beards? 

All along, there were enough puzzling phenomena to have 

drawn attention in the right direction. But like everything else that 

is all too common, they scarcely appeared puzzling. In a conversa¬ 

tion with de Gaulle, held in the last year of the general’s life, Andre 

Malraux said: “I have never decided exactly what I think of fashions 

. . . the centuries when men must wear beards, the centuries when 
they must be clean shaven” (1972, 101). 

Can learning or gaining knowledge motivate imitation, moti¬ 

vate wearing beards or shaving? The answer to Malraux should be: 

fashions are ways of behaving which, when they are new, one can 

exhibit in public without isolating oneself but at a later stage one 

must show in public to avoid isolation. In this manner, society 

safeguards its cohesion and ensures that individuals will be suf¬ 

ficiently ready to compromise. One may be sure that the style of 

beards will never change without a deeper reason, without its 

preparing people of a particular period for some other decisive 
change. 
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Plato considered “hairstyles, clothing, the shoes people wear, 

the entire outward physical appearance,” as well as the kind of 

music in a state, part of the unwritten laws upon which it is founded 

{Republic, book 4). “As to receiving a new kind of music one should 

be specially cautious, as endangering the whole: for never . . .are 
the measures of music altered without affecting the most important 

laws of the state.” In the guise of a diversion and by appearing to be 

harmless, novelty sneaks in. Adimantus, who shares the dialogue 

with Socrates, elaborates: “It does nothing . . . but by gradually 

insinuating itself into it, insensibly flow[s] into their manners and 

pursuits; and afterwards in a greater degree it finds its way into their 

contracts with each other; and from contracts it enters with much 

boldness into the laws and political establishments . . . till at last it 

overturns everything, privately as well as publicly” (Plato 1900, 

108). 

Fashion’s playful character makes it easy for us to overlook its 

great seriousness, its importance as an integrating social mecha¬ 

nism. In this context, it does not matter whether a society maintains 

its cohesion with or without elaborate hierarchies, whether the 

public visibility of clothes, shoes, hair, and beard styles is used to 

show differences in rank, or whether—as in American society, for 

instance—the converse attempt is made to produce the impression 

that there are no such differences. That fashion’s playful methods 

are well suited to mark hierarchical rank is widely acknowledged. 

This is because fashion as the expression of a striving for distinction 

and prestige—Hume’s “love of fame,” Veblen’s “theory of the 

leisure class”—has received much more attention than the pressure 

to conform, which affects people more generally and which John 

Locke kept emphasizing when he talked interchangeably of the law 

of opinion, or reputation, or fashion. 

Attending to fashion trains the ability to compromise 

Discontent with fashion’s disciplinary power shows itself in 

many negatively charged expressions: “the whims of fashion,” 

“fad,” or “clothes horse,” “dandy,” “swell.” They imply shallow¬ 

ness, superficiality, transience, and a kind of imitation that borders 

on aping. 
It is always touching to read in market analyses how wistfully 

consumers answer the question of what, above all, they are looking 

for when they buy a new dress: “It should not go out of style.” Here, 

if anywhere, we witness a genuine resentment against the “coercion 
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to consume,” an anger about having to compromise one’s own 

inclinations to the demands of fashion in order not to be ridiculed or 

rejected by contemporary taste as a scarecrow clad in the clothes of 

yesteryear. But the reasons for this “coercion to consume” are 

misjudged. It is not the storekeepers who pull the strings of these 

processes, as angry consumers tend to believe. They don’t set the 

stage, steering the trend of fashion in one direction or the other. If 

they are successful, it is because like good sailors they know how to 

trim their sails to the wind. The outward garment is too good a 

means for expressing the signs of the time, too good a medium for 

the individual to exhibit his obedience to society. 

In Bendix and Lipset’s famous anthology Class, Status and 

Power one article finds fault with the all too general use of the word 

“fashion” in the social sciences, complaining that it is an “over¬ 

generalized term” (Barber and Lobel 1953, 323). As a deterrent, 

the article mentions that one author alone uses the term “fashion” 

with regard to painting, architecture, philosophy, religion, ethical 

behavior, dress, and the physical, biological, and social sciences. 

What is more, “fashion” is also used in reference to language, food, 

dance music, recreation, “indeed, the whole range of social and 

cultural elements.” Basically, these many different applications of 

the word “fashion” are designed to express “changeful.” “But,” 

the authors say, “it is unlikely that the structures of behavior in 

these different social areas and the consequent dynamics of their 

change are all identical. ‘Fashion’ . . . has too many referents; it 

covers significantly different kinds of social behavior” (ibid., 323- 
24). 

A strict pattern 

Are these in fact entirely different patterns of social behavior? 

Anyone looking carefully will find, underlying them all, that layer 

Locke called the unwritten law of opinion, or reputation, or 

fashion. We find everywhere the strict pattern that, for Locke, 

justifies using the term “law”: rewards and punishments following 

not from the act itself—as overindulgence leads to an upset stom¬ 

ach—but from the approval or disapproval given by the social 

environment at a certain time in a certain place. If we get to the 

bottom of things, it becomes clear that the general use of the term 

“fashion” is appropriate as a way of calling attention to common 

characteristics. In all kinds of areas considered to have no connec¬ 

tion with one another, a person is liable to be either “in” or “out”; 
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he must watch any change or be exposed to the threat of isolation. 

The threat of isolation is present wherever individual judgments 

manage to become prevailing opinion. Fashion is an excellent 

means of integration, and only this function of implementing the 

integration of society can explain why something as foolish as the 

height of heels or the shape of shirt collars can form the content of 

public opinion, the signal for being “in” or “out.” The seemingly 

disparate areas in which fashion can be observed are not uncon¬ 

nected at all. To be sure, their synchronization has scarcely been 

explored; but, along with Socrates, we may presume a connection 

between tastes in music and hair styles and not miss the fact that, by 

this movement, laws can be overthrown. 

14 The Pillory 

»jystems of punishment developed by 

various cultures have taken ruthless advantage of man’s delicate 

social nature. This is true of those punishments which are difficult to 

hide from public view, such as cutting off the left hand, which is the 

Koran’s penalty for theft, or cutting off the left foot for the second 

offense, or branding; but it is even more plain in the case of 

so-called “honor penalties,” which are aimed at one’s self- esteem, 

and, at least in principle, do not harm a hair of one’s head. We have 

absolutely no difficulty in understanding the idea behind the penal¬ 

ties of the pillory.*“ That these penalties have existed at all times and 

in all cultures, in ours since the twelfth century (Bader-Weiss and 

Bader 1935, 2) testifies to a constant in human nature. The pygmies 

knew what man is most vulnerable to: ridicule or disparagement in 

front of others, so that all may see and hear of his folly (see chapter 

11 above). 

Honor penalties take advantage of man’s delicate social nature 

John Locke quoted Cicero’s dictum: “Nihil habet natura 

praestantius, quam honestatem, quam laudem, quam dignitatem, 

10. For a thorough presentation of the punishment of the pillory, see Nagler 

1970; Bader-Weiss and Bader 1935; Hentig 1954-55. 
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quam decus” (There is nothing better in the world than integrity, 

praise, dignity, and honor). Cicero was well aware, Locke adds, 

that these were all names for the same thing (Locke 1894, 1:478). 

Depriving people of what is most valuable to them, their honor, is 

the substance of honor penalties. The pillory tears “a man’s honor 

apart,”" as was said in the Middle Ages. People thought this experi¬ 

ence so agonizing that, immediately with the first humanizing ten¬ 

dencies, it was decreed that young people under eighteen and—as 

in a law in Turkey—old people over seventy could not be put to the 

pillory (Bader-Weiss and Bader 1935, 130).’'The pillory was inge¬ 

niously contrived to attract the greatest possible public notice. It 

was erected in the marketplace or at a busy crossroads. The delin¬ 

quent was bound to the pillory by an iron collar and “exposed” or 

“exhibited” at the busiest times, during the early hours of market 

days, or on Sundays, or holidays; or he was chained by leg irons to 

the church door as in “church pillory.” Drums and bells were used 

to make noise, and the pillory was painted in a garish color, red or 

orange, to make it as visible as possible. Pictures of unclean animals 

decorated it. The delinquent’s name and offense were written on a 

slate, which he had to wear around his neck. The passing rabble 

who derided and castigated him, or threw filth at him (ignoring, 

here, those who cast stones, which is not in line with the character of 

the punishment), were anonymous, outside the ordinary rules of 

social control. The delinquent alone was identified. 

The pillory was not imposed for grave offenses, only for less 

conspicuous ones upon which the full light of the public view was to 

be shed. It was used in cases of fraud (if a baker used crooked 

weights, for example), or fraudulent bankruptcy; prostitution, 

pimping; and especially when libel or slander were involved—the 

point being that he who robs someone of honor shall be deprived of 

his own (Bader-Weiss and Bader 1935, 122). 

Gossip can reveal a society’s rules of honor 

The boundary between slander and gossip is fluid. When does 

talking with disapproval about someone who is absent cease to be 

mere opinion? Reputations are destroyed, characters assassi¬ 

nated,*^ honor brought into disrepute and disgrace; it becomes 

11. Fehr, Folter und Strafe im alten Bern, 198; cited in Bader-Weiss and Bader 

1935, 83. 

12. Brian Stress, “Gossip in Ethnography,” Reviews in Anthropology, 1978, 

181-88; Stress discusses Haviland 1977. 
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taboo to be seen in that person’s presence. This is what the worldly 

Marquise meant in Les Liaisons Dangereuses, when she attempted 

to dissuade a young lady from continuing to keep company with her 

ill-reputed lover: “Would not public opinion persist in remaining 

against him, and would this not suffice to make you adjust your 

relationship with him accordingly?” (Choderlos de Laclos 1926, 
1:89). 

Character assassination, disrepute, outcast, loser, pariah—the 

language bubbles over with expressions from the sphere of social 

psychology that convey the individual’s sense of being defenseless, 

abandoned. “Whoever said such a thing?” people ask, whenever 

they hear a damaging piece of gossip, eager to defend themselves. 

But gossip is anonymous. An American anthropologist, John 

Beard Haviland, elevated gossip to a subject of research. He set out 

to observe and describe gossip among the tribe of Zinacanteco, 

expecting to derive the society’s rules of honor from its scientific 

investigation and analysis. He found that gossip persists until a 

misdemeanor is finally brought to light. Where an infraction of the 

rule against adultery is publicly recognized, the couple is subjected 

to an honor penalty similar to the pillory. In the midst of a public 

festival, the two must do hard labor (Haviland 1977, 63). This is a 

most imaginative way of effecting isolation because hard work, 

though not in itself dishonorable, obviously isolates the pair on 

festive days in the midst of celebrating people. 

People have contrived many schemes to make disgrace con¬ 

spicuous: “exhibiting” someone with a tall paper hat on his head, 

sending a girl with shaven head to make the rounds of a village, 

tarring and feathering. Think of the hapless Cephu among the 

pygmies and how they sneered, “You are not a human being; you 

are an animal!” 

Even an emperor could be humiliated by being denounced and 

exposed to a contemptuous public. While Emperor Rudolf II re¬ 

sided in Prague in 1609, artisans and deliverymen waited in vain for 

payment of their bills, which the emperor could scarcely afford 

because the Bohemian Diet had blocked his tax revenues. The 

workers finally turned to a public audience and found their protest 

carried to a public far outside the limits of Prague by what might 

have been the first newspaper in the world, the Aviso. The Aviso 

reported that on the evening of 27 June 1609, as the emperor was 

sitting down to his evening meal, a great shouting and whistling 

arose in the darkness in front of his residence, people howling like 
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dogs, wolves, and cats. The emperor was said to be more than a 

little shocked (Schöne 1939, afterword 2-3). 
The pillory can be found even in a child’s room or a school¬ 

room—being sent to stand in the corner as punishment. That red or 

orange stage for disgrace set up in the marketplace may seem as far 

removed from our times as the iron maiden of the medieval torture 

chamber, yet we live with it every day. People in the closing decades 

of the twentieth century are pilloried in the press and on television. 

The Aviso of 1609 was a harbinger of the mass media. 

Even during the twentieth century, when at least fifty different 

definitions of public opinion drained the concept of any meaning, its 

original sense was and is still preserved in the German penal code. 

Sections 186 and 187 state that, where calumny or slander is 

charged, the most trifling fact suffices as evidence as long as it is 

calculated “to reduce the individual’s reputation in public opin¬ 

ion.” Just as one can derive rules of honor from gossip, so they can 

be derived from today’s defamation and libel suits. A suit of 23 

November 1978, decided by the German regional court in Mann¬ 

heim, may serve as an example. We follow an extract from the Neue 

Juristische Wochenschrift 10 (1979):504. “If a woman complains of 

being called a ‘witch,’ a suspension of the case on the grounds of 

insignificant fault on the defendant’s part is not justifiable on the 

grounds that the persons involved in the case are foreigners (Turks, 

in this instance) and that belief in witchcraft is widespread in the 

Near East. In order to protect the party involved, a vigorous 

punishment is required in the nature of a strong judicial reproach 

for such action.” In explaining the reasons for its judgment, the 

court reasoned: 

Doubtless, belief in witchcraft is at present extremely wide¬ 
spread in the Near East . . . but things are scarcely better in 
this country. According to the last pertinent survey (1973), 2 
percent of the population in the Federal Republic of Germany 
firmly believe in “witches,” and a further 9 percent believe in 
the possibility of witchcraft. According to the estimates of the 
best-informed specialists, there is hardly a village in southern 
Germany without women who are rumored to be witches. . . . 
Hence there is no reason to judge similar superstitious ideas 
“way off in Turkey” differently or more mildly. As the counsel 
for the plaintiff correctly explained, suspecting someone of 
being a “witch” gravely and negatively affects that person’s 
reputation, even for a foreign worker from Turkey, who in the 
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eyes of her close and superstitious environment may gradually 
become a despised outcast, exposed to permanent hostility and 
persecution which may eventuate in her being the victim of 
frequent and serious maltreatment or even in death, should no 
vigorous and effective action be taken against the slander by 
this court. 

15 The Law and Public Opinion 

In its account of the trial in a case of a 
late-night robbery in the inner city of Zurich, the Neue Zürcher 

Zeitung (6 May 1978) gave the following commentary on the ver¬ 

dict: “The superior court should also reexamine its judgment to see 

if its relatively mild punitive measures for such offenses concur with 

national feelings and public opinion.” Must the laws and the sen¬ 

tences of the courts concur with public opinion? Must they be suited 

to public opinion? What relation does public opinion bear to the 
legal arena? 

The most pressing question is to what extent the three laws of 

John Locke—the divine law, the civil law, and the law of opinion— 

may contradict each other. Locke dealt with the question, for his 

time and his country, using the duel as an example. In the Federal 

Republic of Germany of the 1970s and 1980s, the question arises in 

the matter of abortion. A high dignitary of the church called abor¬ 

tion murder and refused to dissociate himself from the comments of 

a doctor who compared the massive number of abortions with the 

mass murders in the concentration camp at Auschwitz. The civil law 

allows abortion, said the cardinal, but he still calls it murder {Frank¬ 

furter Allgemeine Zeitung, 26 September, 6 October 1979). This is 

not a conflict of terms; the two views are irreconcilable. The prel¬ 

ate’s view is much more than a facade concealing very different 

modern perceptions. The differing convictions with respect to abor¬ 

tion are virulent; the Christian belief in protection of life, including 
unborn life, confronts an equally strong emotional belief, the one 

Rousseau first called “religion civile” (1962a, 327)—a secular, civil 

religion, in which emancipation, or a woman’s right of self- 

determination over her own body, has greater value. Here we are 
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dealing with one of those conflicts that move people to set their 

paths so as to avoid acquaintances who think differently from 

themselves. 

Polarization as divided public opinion 
In attempting to avoid those who think differently from them¬ 

selves, people lose their quasistatistical ability to assess correctly 

the views of their environment. The term “pluralistic ignorance,” 

introduced by American sociology, could be applied to this igno¬ 

rance of how “people” think. It is the condition known as polariza¬ 

tion. Society splits; one can speak of divided public opinion. The 

distinguishing feature is that each camp greatly overestimates itself 

in what is called a “looking glass perception.” We can measure this 

statistically: the farther apart estimates of how “most people think” 

are, the more polarized the question is; the adherents of the oppos¬ 

ing views simply don’t talk to each other anymore and therefore 

misjudge the situation. Tables 16-19 give some examples from the 

Table 16. Polarization of opinion about Chancellor Brandt, 
January 1971 

The two camps, the supporters and the opponents, differ greatly in their 
estimation of the opinion of the majority. This is because the two groups are 
moving apart. They don’t talk to each other anymore and so they perceive 
the climate of opinion quite differently. Question: “Do you think that most 
people want to keep Willy Brandt as chancellor, or that most would rather 
have a different chancellor? Which do you think is the case?” 

Supporters of 
Chancellor 

Brandt 
(%) 

Opponents of 
Chancellor 

Brandt 
(%) 

Most people— 

want to keep Brandt as chancellor 59 6 

prefer a different Chancellor 17 75 

Undecided, impossible to say 24 19 

100 100 

N = 473 290 

Discrepancy in perception of 

environment according to 

Osgood, Suci, Tannenbaum D = 78.7 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 2068 
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1970s. Sometimes this ignorance is one-sided; one camp perceives 

the environment correctly whereas the other overestimates itself. 

This pattern suggests that integration will eventually favor those 
who overestimate themselves. 

One may take the difference of opinion over the new German 

Ostpolitik of the early seventies as an example of this situation 

(table 17). The winners, those favoring Ostpolitik, are depicted as a 

solid block with 70 percent: “Most people think as we do.” The 

opposition shows a split. They don’t note the majority who are in 

favor of the treaties with the East, nor do they give themselves the 

majority. Instead, they remain noncommital with a lukewarm “half 

and half” answer. For the person making a prognosis and analyzing 

the state of public opinion, symmetry and asymmetry in estimating 

the environment are important elements. If symmetry predom¬ 

inates—more polarized, each camp seeing itself superior in 

strength—the result is a serious conflict. With asymmetry, there is 

great hesitation on one side—undecided answers, responses that 

Table 17. Polarization of opinion about the treaties with the East, 
May 1972 

In the case of treaties with the East there is also a wide gulf between the 
perception of those favoring and those opposing the treaties. Question: 
“Without taking your own opinion into consideration, what do you think: 
Are most people in the Federal Republic of Germany for or against the 
treaties with the East?” 

Persons Persons 
favoring opposing 

the the 
treaties treaties 

(%) (%) 

Most people are— 

for the treaties with the East 70 12 

against the treaties with the East 3 30 

About half and half, impossible to say 27 58 

f 100 100 

N = 1079 293 

Discrepancy in perception of 

environment according to Osgood, 

Suci, Tannenbaum D = 71.1 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 2082 
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opinion is divided or the opinion of the environment impossible to 

ascertain—and the ability of this camp to defend itself is small. The 

measure of discrepancy used in the following tables was developed 

in the 1950s by three American social psychologists, Osgood, Suci, 

and Tannenbaum (1964). The following formula is used: 

D = 

where d, is the difference between the two groups being compared. 

Barriers against change and against blind conformity to current 

trends: two extremes 

Modern sociology has replaced the old-fashioned vocabulary 

of John Locke’s three laws with more precise descriptions. Instead 

Table 18. No polarization on the question of whether a member of the 
Communist Party should be employed as a judge, April 1976 

Those favoring and those opposing agree to a great extent in their percep¬ 
tion of the opinion of the majority. Question: “Apart from your own 
opinion, what do you believe that most people think? Are most people here 
in the Federal Republic of Germany for or against the employment of a 
member of the Communist Party as a judge?” 

Persons Persons 
favoring opposing 

employment of a employment of a 
communist communist 

as judge as judge 
(%) (%) 

Most people are— 

for the employment of a 

communist as a judge 

against the employment of a 
6 1 

communist as a judge 79 88 
Undecided, impossible to say 15 11 

100 100 
N = 162 619 

Discrepancy in perception of 

environment according to 

Osgood, Suci, Tannenbaum D = 11.0 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 3028 



The Law and Public Opinion 127 

of what Locke called divine law we now speak about ethical ideals, 

tradition, basic values. Emphasis is on the “ideal”; the disparity 

between this and actual behavior is often considerable. We find 

John Locke’s law of opinion, reputation, and fashion, that which 

determines behavior most strongly, under sociological terms such 

as custom and public morality. The law which the state determines 

splits in two directions. Rene König (1967) described them in his 

essay “The Law in the Context of Systems of Social Norms.” The 

guardians of public morality expect the state to use the law as a 

barrier against changing worldviews. The spokesmen for public 

opinion or public morality, on the other hand, demand that law and 

jurisprudence continue to develop in accordance with the spirit of 

the times. They do, in fact, have strong arguments on their side. If 

one understands the process of public opinion, which is observable 

in all cultures, as a means of integration, a means of keeping a 

society viable, then law and jurisprudence cannot resist public 

Table 19. Intermediate amount of polarization on the question of 
abortion for psychological or economic reasons, October 1979 

Question: “What do you think: Are most people in the Federal Republic of 
Germany for or against allowing abortion for psychological or economic 
reasons?” 

Persons in favor Persons opposed 
of abortion for to abortion for 

psychological or psychological or 
economic reasons economic reasons 

(%) (%) 

Most people are— 

in favor of an abortion based 

on psychological or 

economic reasons 48 19 

against it 17 44 

half and half, undecided 35 37 

100 100 

N = 1042 512 

Discrepancy in perception of 

environment according to 

Osgood, Suci, Tannenbaum D = 39.7 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 3074 
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opinion for any length of time. Certainly, the time factor plays an 

important role on both sides. For the sake of public confidence in 

the legal system, fashionable tendencies must not be followed too 

readily. In his paper “Have We Lost Our Security of Orientation?” 

Reinhold Zippelius discusses this question: 

Under the specific aspect of the law, the need for reliable, 
normative structures of behavior appears as the need for legal 
security. . . . The need for legal security first of all implies an 
interest in establishing what the decisive norms should be for 
interpersonal behavior. ... To this interest . . . add, sec¬ 
ondly, the interest in a continuity of law. This continuity cre¬ 
ates security of orientation for the future and thereby also 
provides the basis for planning and disposition. The demand 
for the greatest possible stability in the system of norms and for 
consistency in the development of the law is valid for yet 
another reason: the traditional law has stood the test of its 
ability to function. That is why, as Radbruch says, the law must 
not be subject to change too easily, must not fall victim to 
legislation based on the needs of the moment, which would 
permit each individual case to become law without any restric¬ 
tions. (Zippelius 1978, 778-79) 

Of course, the goal of political campaigns is precisely not to allow 

time for reflection up to the moment of decision; instead, they 

attempt to arouse public opinion to the extent that the excitement 

will not abate until the goal is achieved and permanently set, until 

the regulation that was sought has become the binding order of law. 

Niklas Luhmann describes the process in his essay “Public Opin¬ 

ion.” A given political issue “reaches the culminating point of its 

career. The opponents must then resort to delaying tactics, to 

limited approval, to reservations in order to gain time; the support¬ 

ers must try to fit it into the budget or into the administration’s 

platform. The time for all this is brief. There the first signs of 

boredom, of reservations, of negative experiences appear. ... If 

nothing happens with the issue, it is also taken as a symptom of 

future difficulties. Soon thereafter the issue loses its appeal” 
(Luhmann 1971, 19). 

This description admittedly fits only a certain short-lived, 

fashionable movement of public opinion. Others continue over 

years, decades, and centuries—the movement for greater equality, 

for example, which Tocqueville traced for over a thousand years. 

However, the stages by which a great issue progresses may occur 

according to the model that Luhmann described. 
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An example of how judges and public administrators some¬ 

times precipitously react to public opinion, in the form of social 

conceptions or tendencies toward certain attitudes, is the campaign 

against smoking in the presence of nonsmokers. This issue had its 

ups and downs, which were described, as seen through survey 

research, in chapter 3. Nevertheless, by 1975 the campaign had 

gained enough ground for ministerial ordinances in the sphere of 

public administration to recommend or require that smoking be 

given up in the presence of nonsmokers. In 1974 the Stuttgart 

Regional Court, dissenting from previous decisions, ruled that a 

passenger who smoked in a taxi showed lack of consideration for 

the cab driver. The highpoint was reached when the Berlin Higher 

Administrative Court determined that smokers were “a nuisance in 

the legal sense.” Joseph Kaiser, a Freiburg lawyer, commented: 

“Without further ado, the smoker is thus relegated to the category 

of those who are subject to definition for police purposes, namely 

the category of those who fall under police jurisdiction and may 

represent a concrete danger; he is thus subjected to definite police 

disapproval and exposed to the legally determined consequences of 

this sentence. The necessary conceptual prerequisite of this is suf¬ 

ficient proof that smokers represent a concrete threat to nonsmok¬ 

ers. Yet this is exactly what is lacking” (Kaiser 1975,2237). Because 

legal facts are created here without support from factual evidence, 

this can be characterized as a process of public opinion; the com¬ 

mentator also chooses the appropriate fashion-related terminology 

when he says that the protection of nonsmokers is “en vogue.” 

The law must be supported by custom 
Seen in reverse, a highly critical situation arises if the “prevail¬ 

ing opinion,” public opinion, deviates too far from the legal norm 

and the legislative branch does not react. This situation arises above 

all when legal norms are in agreement with traditional moral values 

but customs or public morality are obviously deviating from both. 

Survey research today undeniably has the effect of speeding up this 

process. In 1971, the magazine Stern published an Allensbach 

finding according to which 46 percent of the population aged sixteen 

and over demanded that abortion be made easier. Just five months 

later, when the survey was repeated, the percentage had climbed 

from 46 to 56 {Stern, 4 November 1971, 260). This was one of the 

situations that Tocqueville had in mind when he spoke of a mere 

“facade,” where public opinion still supports some view although 

the values behind it, which used to maintain it, have long since 
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crumbled away (Tocqueville 1948, 2:262). As long as this loss of 

value is not publicly expressed, the facade remains intact; it col¬ 

lapses, however, if—as today often happens through public opinion 

polls—its hollowness is suddenly exposed. The result can be a 

legally intolerable demonstration; in this concrete case, for exam¬ 

ple, many women publicly confess to violating the law: “I have had 

an abortion” {Stern, 3 June 1971, 16-24). 

In the long run, the law cannot be maintained if it is not 

supported by custom. Behavior is influenced more effectively by 

fear of isolation, fear of disapproval from the environment, or any 

such implicit signal, than by explicit, formal law. What John Locke 

described as “law of opinion” and, two hundred years later, Ed¬ 

ward Ross described as “social control,” social scientists have sub¬ 

stantiated in our century through experiments. One of these experi¬ 

ments had to do with traffic lights. The number of pedestrians 

crossing the street when the light is red were observed under three 

different circumstances: (1) if no one is setting a bad example; (2) if 

a man who, judging by clothing, seems to be from the lower class 

crosses the street when the light is red; (3) if a well-dressed man 

from the upper class does it. Assistants played the roles of the lower 

and upper class men crossing the street when the light was red; a 

total of 2,100 pedestrians were observed. Results: without a traffic 

offender as a model, only 1 percent crossed the street when the light 

was red; when the model from the lower class ignored the red light, 

4 percent followed; when the model appeared to be from the upper 

class, 14 percent did so (Blake and Mouton 1954). 

Changing public opinion through laws 

The relation between law and public opinion can also proceed 

in the opposite direction; laws can be enacted or changed in order to 

influence public opinion in the desired direction. In his Lectures on 

the Relation Between Law and Public Opinion in England During 

the Nineteenth Century (1905), a classic on the issue of law and 

public opinion, Albert V. Dicey observed something that public 

opinion research later confirmed: the passing of a law itself in¬ 

creases approval of that law. At first glance, this is a very peculiar 

event, and even more unusual is that Dicey recognized it without 

any empirical means of support. He found it hard to explain. 

Armed with the idea of the spiral of silence, we would argue today 

that the fear of isolation one faces when giving approval diminishes 

when something becomes law. The sensitive relation between pub- 
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lie opinion and legitimation finds expression in this tendency. Dicey 

proposes the following theorem: Laws foster and create opinion 
(Dicey 1962, 4; Lazarsfeld 1957). 

That public opinion can be produced by laws aimed in the 

desired direction seems alarming, an invitation to manipulate, an 

exploitation of the political mandate by the ruling majority. It is 

also questionable whether, after a matter has become law, the 

approval effect will be strong enough to maintain it, or whether the 

necessary integration by which a society remains viable will be too 
much at cross-purposes with it. 

Legal regulations have gone much further than public opinion 

desired—for example, in the penal reform of the Federal Republic 

of Germany in 1975, and in the new divorce law, introduced in 1977. 

Similarly, even among the 17-23-year-olds, only a minority 

approved the new laws needed to regulate parental custody issues, 

in order to strengthen the right of the child as the weaker party in an 

adult relationship. The question read: “Do you believe that the 

state must ensure that young people receive more rights in relation 

to their parents by passing laws, or don’t you consider this neces¬ 

sary?” Twenty-two percent of the young people thought it neces¬ 

sary; 64 percent, not necessary.'^ The new divorce law threw the 

majority of the population into a much greater conflict between law 

and public morality. In July 1979 an Allensbach survey found a very 

lively moral opinion on the reality of guilt and of people’s duty to be 

conscious of their own guilt. The new divorce law, however, de¬ 

manded people to accept the view that in a divorce the question of 

guilt is not important and thus should have no financial conse¬ 

quences. The majority of the population could not go along with 

this. Among four legal reforms evaluated, the new divorce law was 

considered the least successful (table 20).“* 

One is reminded of the way Rousseau saw the relation between 

law and public opinion: “Just as an architect, before erecting a great 

edifice, observes and sounds out the ground to see if it can support 

the weight, the wise legislator does not begin by drawing up laws 

which are good in themselves, but first investigates whether the 

13. Allensbach Archives, survey 1299 (August 1979); N = 843. 

14. Allensbach Archives, survey 3062 (November/December 1978); N = 

2033. The following topics were presented for discussion; improvement in the 

training of apprentices; tax reform for 1979; equal participation by employees and 

investors in the decision making of large companies; reform of the divorce law 

(incompatibility rather than adversary proceedings). 
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Table 20. The relationship between public opinion and law 

Example: Reform of the divorce law. Question: “Do you believe that there 
is such a thing as moral guilt, that is, that someone can be at fault? Or is the 
idea of guilt outdated?” 

Population 
16 years and over 

(%) 

There is guilt 78 

Idea is outdated 12 

Don’t know, no opinion 10 

100 

N = 1015 

Question: “Here are two people talking about whether people should have 
feelings of guilt. Please read their statements. With which of the two would 
you tend to agree, the upper or the lower?” (Presentation of an illustration) 

Population 
16 years and over 

“People should have a sense of guilt, because 

otherwise it doesn’t matter to them if they hurt 

other people or make other people unhappy.” 72 

“I think that people should not have feelings of 

guilt because that only makes them unhappy and 

embarrassed and doesn’t help anyone.” 18 

Undecided 10 

100 

N = 1016 

Question: “In divorce, nowadays, it no longer matters who is at fault. Do 
you think that this is good or not?” 

Population 
16 years and over 

Think it is good 24 
Don’t think it is good 57 
Undecided, don’t know 19 

100 
N= 495 
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Table 20—continued 

Population 
16 years and over 

(%) 

Question: “How satisfied are you with the reform of the divorce law?” 

Population 
16 years and over 

As regards the reform of the divorce law 

(introduction of no-fault divorce), I am— 

very satisfied 7 

fairly satisfied 20 

not so satisfied 23 

not at all satisfied 35 

No reply 15 

100 

N = 2033 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 3071, July 1979, and 3062, November/ 

December 1978 

people for whom they are intended is capable of bearing them” 

(1953, 46). For Rousseau, laws are no more than “authentic acts of 

the general will” (1953, 98). Along the same lines as David Hume’s 
statement “It is . . . on opinion only that government is founded,” 

Rousseau said: “Opinion, queen of the world, is not subject to the 

power of kings; they are themselves her first slaves” (Rousseau 

1967/1960, 73-74). 



16 Public Opinion Creates Integration 

We have merely touched on the question 
of societal integration—what public opinion accomplishes and what 
the relationship between public opinion and the law ought to be. Is 
the concept clear enough to be used this casually? 

Empirical research lags behind 
In 1950, a balanced assessment of integration was published in 

the United States; it has not yet been superseded. 

Ever since the days of Comte and Spencer, sociologists have 
been concerned with the integration of smaller units into social 
wholes. . . . What constitutes the difference between a group 
and a mere sum of total individuals? In what sense is it one 
single entity? . . . How can integration be measured? . . . 
Under what conditions does social integration increase? Under 
what conditions does it decrease? What are the consequences 
of a high degree of integration? What are the consequences of a 
low degree of integration? Sociology is in need of basic re¬ 
search oriented toward this kind of problem. (Landecker 1950, 
332) 

Werner S. Landecker, whose work has just been cited, stands out 
among the leading theorists who, in the tradition of Talcott Par¬ 
sons, have concerned themselves with integration and its role in 
human social systems. Landecker, in contrast to the dominant 
school of the twentieth century, sought primarily empirical research 
and measurement procedures. He offered a variety of standards of 
measurement. Up to this point, he said, we still know so little about 
social integration that we cannot propose a simple, general mea¬ 
sure. “Know,” for Landecker, meant empirically supported knowl¬ 
edge. He identified four kinds of integration and four ways to 
measure them. 

1. Cultural integration: To what extent does the value system 
of a society allow consistent behavior, or how loaded with contra¬ 
dictions—not logical but practical—are the demands made on the 
members of the society? As an example of contradictory demands 
in Western society, Landecker named altruism and the readiness to 
assert oneself competitively (1950, 333-35). 

2. Normative integration: To what extent do the prescribed 
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rules of behavior for a society and the actual behavior of its mem¬ 
bers diverge? (335-36). 

3. Communicative integration: To what extent do subgroups 

in a society shield themselves from each other by the appropriate 

ignorance, negative evaluation, or prejudice, and to what degree do 

they enter into communication with each other? (336-38). 

4. Functional integration: To what degree are members of a 

society led to act together through division of labor, role specializa¬ 

tion, and mutual assistance? (338-39). 

This overview does not mention the integration that occurs 

through joint experience: world championships in baseball or 

soccer; a three-part television series which unites more than half the 

population in front of the television set; or (to use a 1965 example) a 

journey by the English queen through the Federal Republic, which 

gave rise to a shared sense of festivity and national pride. Further, 

there is no mention at all of fashion as a means of integration. 

Rudolf Smend’s doctrine of integration 

A completely different approach to integration was taken by 

Rudolf Smend (1928), a legal scholar who has sought to find accep¬ 

tance for his “doctrine” since the end of the twenties. 

The integration process is far from being conscious, but it may 
proceed with an unintentional lawfulness or “cunning reason.” 
Consequently, it is not, for the most part, a subject of con¬ 
scious constitutional regulation . . . and only in exceptional 
instances is it the focus of theoretical reflection . . . personal 
integration seems to be brought about by leaders, rulers, 
monarchs, and public officals of every kind. . . . Functional 
integration occurs through greatly varying, collectivizing forms 
of life: from the primitive, sensuous rhythm of mutual activity 
or movement ... to the complicated and indirect forms, e.g. 
elections . . . the meaning of which, on the surface, is known 
not as consciously, but with at least equal urgency, as the 
meaning of creating a political society through the develop¬ 
ment of opinion, groups, parties, majorities. . . . Substantive 
integration refers to all those aspects of the life of the state 
which convey its purpose and promote integration of the com¬ 
munity. This would be the logical place, for example, for a 
theory of the symbols of political value—flags, coats of arms, 
heads of state, political ceremony, national celebrations . . . 
the factors of political legitimization. (Smend 1956, 299-300) 
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The vicissitudes in the meaning of “integration” 

Since Smend sketched his “integration doctrine” and Land- 

ecker wrote his plea for more empirical research into integration, 

no progress has been made in this area—surely not by accident but 

as a concomitant to the lack of research into the individual’s fear of 

isolation. In Edward Ross’s essay on social control (1969), there is a 

remark suggesting that the concept of “integration” was regarded 

with as much contempt at the end of the nineteenth century as 

“eonformity” is today. Social scientists in the twentieth century 

were interested in erecting comprehensive, theoretical structures 

that would clarify the way in which integration stabilized human 

society, and in working out structure and function; but they per¬ 

ceived empirical investigations as strictly secondrate. Still, the 

empirically oriented, social-scientific reflection on the subject of 

integration that we do encounter—and an extensive treatment 

would have to look particularly into the work of Emile Dürkheim— 

supports the assumption that public opinion has an integrative 
function. 

Expressed in Landecker’s terminology, the connection is par¬ 

ticularly clear between normative integration and the role of public 

opinion as “guardian of public morality,” as it has been understood 

for centuries; it follows that norms and actual behavior agree, and 

that deviation will be punished with isolation. 

Zeitgeist', the fruit of integration 

The term “communicative integration” recalls Tocqueville, 

who regarded public opinion as first arising at the end of the 

segmented feudal society. As long as segmentation lasted, there 

was, as he saw it, no comprehensive communication. The quasista- 

tistical capacity demonstrable in modern Western society—the abil¬ 

ity to register increases and decreases of approval and disapproval 

of ideas or persons reliably—could well be regarded as a sign of 

greater communicative integration. By the same token, the sense of 

general euphoria that can be empirically demonstrated before 

general elections may be linked with Smend’s thinking: besides a 

manifest function of reaching decisions, elections also have a latent 

function, that of integration. Landecker asked, “What are the 

consequences of a high degree of integration?” Apparently, in¬ 

tegration fills most people with a sense of well-being. But not 

everyone. Who is left out? The question points to the members of 

the avant-garde. We were very close to making this point earlier in 
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speaking of Socrates’ discussion about the way music changes, and 

the way these changes indicate in advance that the times are going 

to change. The times—how much more this phrase means than 

what is represented in clocks and calendars. Public opinion is sur¬ 

feited with a sense of time, and what is generally regarded as the 

spirit of the times may be hailed as a great achievement in integra¬ 

tion. Goethe made it clear that the process of successful integration 

involves a kind of spiral of silence in his famous description: “If one 

side now especially stands forth, seizes possession of the crowd, and 

unfolds itself to the degree that those who are opposed must pull 

back into a corner and, for that moment, at least, conceal them¬ 

selves in silence, then one calls this predominance the spirit of the 

times {Zeitgeist) and indeed, for a period, it will have its way” 

(Goethe 1964, 705). 

The first measure of integration identified by Landecker, cul¬ 

tural integration, could be the subject for research during periods of 

crumbling and rising value systems, when people find their old and 

new requirements irreconcilably mixed. Do the processes of public 

opinion cease to function at such times? 

In times of danger to a society, public opinion exerts an even 

stronger pressure 

Survey research is still too young in its explanations of the 

processes of public opinion to answer this question. There is an 

indication, however, that points to the reverse relationship; when 

society is in a crisis, pressures toward conformity increase. Again, 

one thinks of Tocqueville’s description of American democracy and 

his stirring complaint about public opinion’s unmerciful tyranny of 

it. This is due, he explains, to the domination of a belief in equality 

and to the loss of recognition of authority; authority at least always 

provides orientation. Given these factors, he thought, people 

would have to cling to the majority opinion. On the other hand, the 

delicate situation that arose from mixing several different cultures 

together in a single society might also explain the sharpness of the 

public opinion mechanisms that Tocqueville observed in America. 

With a lower degree of cultural integration, which we can well 

assume in a melting-pot society, the need to achieve integration is 

all the greater. Applying the argument to our current situation, we 

could project that, in view of the changes in value systems, there is a 

lower level of cultural integration and, therefore, an imminent need 

for greater integration. With this need would come an appropriate 
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tightening of the reins of public opinion, a sharper threat of isola¬ 

tion for the individual. There are, then, conditions in which the 

working of public opinion becomes visible; as noted earlier, all the 

important observations about public opinion were made during 

revolutionary times. 
Meanwhile, we find ourselves reflecting on the connection 

between integration and public opinion in territory which has not 

been secured by research. In chapter 3, we reported that Stanley 

Milgram, seeking to determine whether other people would react 

with levels of conformity similar to those of the Americans in the 

Asch experiment, selected for his investigation two countries whose 

societies struck him as contrasting—France, in which individualism 

is highly valued, and Norway, where he sensed a particularly high 

level of cohesion (Eckstein 1966). Although in both countries the 

research subjects showed a preponderant fear of isolation, there 

was a more pronounced conformity in the more integrated Norwe¬ 

gian sample. This confirms the observation Tocqueville never 

wearied of stressing: the more equality, the more pressure can be 

expected from public opinion. Under conditions of greater equality 

one might have to adhere to the opinion of the majority because 

there are no other clues to the best judgment; there is no hierarchi¬ 

cal principle to be used. With the present empirical means of 

observation, we see that the pressure stems less from a mathemati¬ 

cal majority than from one side’s aggressive assurance that its 

beliefs are correct and the other side’s fear of isolation. 

We cannot hope for a simple relationship between the degree 

of integration and the pressure of public opinion. Is it the “equal¬ 

ity” of Norwegian society that permits such a powerful pressure for 

conformity, or, conversely, does the pressure for conformity have 

other roots and itself lead to equality? Might the rugged natural 

setting have effects on the integration of a society similar to those 

that endanger a tribe living in the jungle and relying for survival on 

the hunt? Perhaps the degree of danger to which a society is ex¬ 

posed, whether the danger comes from within or without, is the 

key: greater danger demands greater integration, and greater in¬ 

tegration is enforced by heightened reactions of public opinion. 



17 Avant-garde, Heretics, and 
Outsiders: Challenging 
Public Opinion 

Is public opinion, as described here—a 
social-psychological event growing out of the roots of the indi¬ 

vidual’s fear of isolation—simply a pressure for conformity? Does 

the spiral of silence explain only how public opinion emerges and 
grows strong, not how it changes? 

Those who do not fear isolation can change public opinion 

Up to now, we have focused on people who are frightened or 

cautious, who fear isolation; now we shall look in the other direc¬ 

tion, at those who do not fear isolation or are willing to pay its 

price—a more colorful group. These are the people who introduce 

the new music; painters like Chagall, who, in a 1917 painting. The 

Stable, has a massive cow break through the roof of a house and 

peer out into the open; or scholars like John Locke, who claimed 

that men are hardly concerned with God’s commandments or the 

laws of the state—but they are at pains to follow the law of opinion. 

A little earlier, this teaching could have had him sentenced to the 

stake. In this circle we find the heretics, those human figures 

answering the needs of their time and yet timeless, who constitute 

the correlate to tightly united public opinion. The deviants. To use 

the title of an American study: “Heroes, Villains, and Fools as 

Agents of Social Control” (Klapp 1954)—in modern terms, stars 

and bums. The relationship between conforming members and 

outsiders is not, however, to be understood only as an accentuation 

of the value system and the going rules of society by those who 

injure them and by their “exhibition” at the pillory. 

The concept of the spiral of silence reserves the possibility of 

changing society to those who either know no fear of isolation or 

have overcome it. “I must learn to bear ridicule and blame,” 

Rousseau wrote (cited in Harig 1978). A high level of consensus, 

which is a source of happiness, a place of refuge and safety for the 

vast majority of mankind, fills the avant-garde, those who prepare 

the way into the future—the artists, scholars, and reformers—with 

horror. In 1799, Friedrich Schlegel offered the following descrip¬ 

tion of a monster; 
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It seemed swollen with poison, its transparent skin shimmered 
with every color, and its entrails could be seen squirming like 
worms. It was large enough to instill fear, and it opened and 
closed crablike claws in all directions about its whole body. 
Now it hopped like a frog, now it crawled with loathsome 
agility on a countless swarm of little feet. I turned away in 
terror; because it wanted to follow me, however, I took cour¬ 
age, threw it onto its back with a powerful blow, and it im¬ 
mediately appeared to me as nothing but a common frog. I was 
not a little astonished, and even more so when, suddenly, 
someone immediately behind me said; “That is public 
opinion . . .” (Schlegel 1799, 40-41) 

On the other hand, upright citizens were quite correct to be shaken 

when long-haired young men appeared during the sixties: whoever 

does not fear isolation can overthrow the order of things. 

Trailblazers mind the public as little as sleepwalkers 

A typology of innovators would have to make distinctions 

according to their relations with the public. There are artists and 

scientists who prepare the way for the new; whether they are 

received with understanding or with hostility scarcely influences 

what they do. Reformers are different. If they want to change the 

ways society thinks or behaves, they have to put up with a hostile 

public, since they need it in order to proselytize. Nevertheless, they 

suffer from the hostility. There seems to be a second type of 

reformer—in both a larger and a smaller format—for whom the 

provocation of the public becomes almost a purpose in itself, an 

intensified existence. There at least they find attention, and even 

public outrage is better than being ignored. The extraordinary 

spread of public opinion through the mass media of the twentieth 

century provides a wealth of contemporary examples. The Arab 

terrorist leader Wadi Hada was characterized by the Israeli secret 

service as one who experienced almost mystical satisfaction from 

being isolated from the rest of the world and, for that reason, held 

only his own laws and precepts valid {Die Welt, no. 189 [1976]:8). 

Rainer Werner Fassbinder says about one of his films: “Certainly I 

must have the right to realize myself in a manner appropriate to my 

sicknesses and my despair. I need the freedom to reflect about 

myself in public” (Limmer 1976, 237). It is no longer a matter of 

approval or disapproval; we are talking about the fiery stimulation 

that comes from contact with the public, from being torn out of the 
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narrowness of individual existence. Intoxicated with public expo¬ 

sure, public exposure as a drug; what releases the excitement? It 

could be danger—the knowledge that fooling with the public can be 

dangerous, even deadly, if it culminates in expulsion from society. 

To suffer or to enjoy: two ways to lead a public life 

One can draw examples just as easily from the sixteenth cen¬ 

tury, and, for instance, contrast Martin Luther with Thomas Münt¬ 

zer. Luther clearly suffers from public exposure but can see no 

other way than to expose himself to the condemnation of the public. 

He faces what he is unable to avoid: “Even if some will immediately 

despise me . . .” “Others do not speak at all,” he says, “. . . yet 

even because they are silent, I must do it.”*^ He describes the speed 

with which his message spreads through the land. “In scarce four¬ 

teen days it had traversed the whole of Germany,” he writes, almost 

breathless at this experience with the public; it was like “a traveling 

storm.” And then, too well described for him not to actually have 

experienced it: “I did not want the fame, for as I said, I myself did 

not know what the cause might be, and the song was pitched too 

high for my voice.” 

Thomas Müntzer represents the other side of the picture. He 

too is a sharp observer of the processes of public opinion. “It goes 

about and around the land, no less than in the thoughts . . . thus it 

flies to establish order. And where does one begin? Where the inner 

is turned to the outside, with fashion. If it has become customary to 

change one’s opinion like a shirt, then one simply forbids the 

changing of shirt and coat, and, perhaps, the undesired changes in 

opinion will be repressed.” 

Just as we know that no one can restrain innovation in music, 

so, when we hear the keys of his compositions, we know that 

Thomas Müntzer is sure that shirts and coats will be changed 

whether it is desired or not. In contrast to Luther, he does not suffer 

from the public glare; he loves it—even though, or because, he 

perceives its danger. “The fear of God must indeed be pure, with¬ 

out any fear of men or of any creature. . . . For the times now are 

dangerous and the days are evil” (Streller 1978,186). Is it character¬ 

istic of a libidinous relation to the public to be able to express the 

spirit of the time, to be able to give it tongue, but not to be able to 

15. The Luther and Müntzer quotations in this passage are taken from Petzolt 

1979. 
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sketch any program with constructive elements to it? Historians 

conclude that Thomas Miintzer’s music could only have had des¬ 

tructive effects (Dülmen 1977).'^ 
No typology examining the individual’s relation to the public 

has been developed. Without empirical research, the colorful group 

that either has no fear of isolation or has overcome it remains 

spectral. We only know that this group drives society toward 

change, and that the spiral of silence is useful to those who are not 

shy of isolation. If public opinion for others equals pressure to 

conform, it is for them the lever for change. 

Why and when does the music change? 

That which remains in the air, whichever way the wind is 

blowing, so that one can no longer hold out against the stream of 

public opinion, “a tidal volume and sweep” (Ross 1969,104)—such 

language reveals that we are dealing with fateful movements that 

have the power of natural forces. But to the question “How does 

the new begin?” we can provide no answer. Like Niklas Luhmann, 

in his essay on public opinion, we can point to some triggers, crises, 

or symptoms of crises (Luhmann 1971, 9), such as a stream that has 

always been clear but suddenly turns brown. At first it is only a 

personal alarm; but then the crisis finds its voice in a book, even in 

its title. Silent Spring (Carson 1962). Or, again according to 

Luhmann (1971, 17), it may be a threat or an injury to values that 

have transcendent priority. The radical eruption of public opinion 

against the Adenauer government in August 1961, right after the 

Berlin wall was built, could not have been foreseen because the 

ultimate value of the “nation” had been ignored. Unexpected 

events are releases: “Novelty implies importance.” Pain, or any of 

civilization’s surrogates for pain, is a release. Luhmann mentions 

“financial loss, budget cuts, status loss, particularly if they are 

measurable and of a comparative nature” (Luhmann 1971, 17). 

But no crises, no threat explains why the topic of women’s 

liberation became such a pressing issue in the public opinion of the 
sixties and seventies. 

Why and when does the music change? 

16. See also Martin Brecht’s review of Dülmen in Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, 3 August 1977, 21. 



18 The Stereotype as a Vehicle for 
Spreading Public Opinion: 
Walter Lippmann 

ff hen the twentieth century was well on 
its way, and all sense of the meaning of public opinion had been lost, 

two works appeared, both containing the words “public opinion” in 

their titles. One was the essay by Luhmann (1971), which I have 

cited frequently. The other was the book Walter Lippmann pub¬ 

lished in 1922. Both works revealed unknown aspects of the dy¬ 

namics of public opinion, and both called attention to the connec¬ 

tion between public opinion and journalism. 

Walter Lippmann’s book has no precursor. Although it bears 

the title Public Opinion, it has remarkably little to do with public 

opinion directly. In fact, Lippmann’s definition of public opinion is 

one of the few weak passages of the book. “The pictures inside the 

heads of these human beings, the pictures of themselves, of others, 

of their needs, purposes, and relationships, are their public opin¬ 

ions. Those pictures which are acted upon by groups of people, or 

by individuals acting in the name of groups, are Public Opinion with 

capital letters” (Lippmann 1965, 18). One could say, after reading 

the book and laying it aside, “Now I still don’t know what public 

opinion is.” 

An expose 
What is so unusual about this book that, almost fifty years after 

its original publication, it was reprinted in paperback in the United 

States (1965), and in a German paperback edition at almost the 

same time (1964)? Without being at all sensational, it is in fact an 

expose. But it is an expose that runs so contrary to people’s natural 

inclinations about how they wish to see things that now, long after 

its original publication, it still seems new and, for all practical 

purposes, still has not been incorporated into intellectual thought. 

Lippmann unmasks our rationalistic self-deception about how peo¬ 

ple in the modern world inform themselves and develop the judg¬ 

ments that guide their actions—with maturity and with tolerance, 

observing, thinking, and judging like scientists in a ceaseless effort 

to fathom reality objectively, all the while supported in this effort 

by the mass media. He contrasts this illusion with a completely 
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different reality, showing how people in fact develop their concep¬ 

tions; how they snatch things from the messages transmitted to 

them; how they process them and pass them along. Lippmann, 

almost in passing, describes phenomena that empirical social 

psychology and communication research will establish only decades 

later, item by item. I have not found in Lippmann’s book a single 

idea about the functioning of communication that has not later been 

substantiated again and again by painstaking work in laboratories 

and in the field. 

Like storm clouds, which blow over 
At the same time, Lippmann has no conception of what is 

understood here as public opinion in relation to the spiral of silence. 

Lippmann says nothing about the role of pressure to conform in 

establishing a consensus, and nothing about people’s fear of isola¬ 

tion and their fearful observation of their environment. Under the 

tremendous influence of the First World War, however, Lippmann 

identified the cornerstone of public opinion, the crystallization of 

conceptions and of opinions, in emotionally loaded “stereotypes” 

(1965, 85-88, 66). A journalist himself, Lippmann knew the ex¬ 

pression was taken from the familiar technological world of news¬ 

paper printing, where text is poured into rigid form in offset or 

stereotype printing so that it may be reproduced as often as desired. 

A public opinion process is enhanced by stereotypes; stereotypes 

spread quickly in conversation and immediately convey negative 

or, in some cases, positive associations. They guide perceptions; 

they draw the attention to certain—usually negative—elements and 

lead to selective pereeption.’’ Stereotypes may also cause the polit¬ 

ical demise of candidates for national leadership. Governor George 

Romney, a presidential contender, once used the term “brain¬ 

washed” to describe his acceptance of certain statements about the 

Vietnam war, and was thereafter stereotyped as being too easily 

influenced. In the 1980 presidential race. Governor Brown of Cali¬ 

fornia ceased to be a serious contender after the press began to call 

him “Governor Moonbeam” because of his futuristic attitudes and 

interests in space exploration. Lippmann wrote: “He who captures 

the symbols by which public feeling is for the moment contained, 

controls by that much the approaches of public policy” (1965,133). 

17. The examples from German political life used in the German edition are 

replaced in the following passage by American examples. 
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Like storm clouds, stereotypes hover over the public opinion 

landscape for a certain time and then may disappear completely, 

never to be seen again. The behavior of people, of politicians, who 

have ducked under these storm clouds will be unintelligible to those 

who come later; and even someone who once ducked will later be 

unable to describe what happened, what pressures there were, and 
will have to seek a substitute explanation. 

From Walter Lippmann’s book we learn how, through 

stereotypes, public opinion penetrates into everything—“like the 

air all around, from the innermost recesses of the house to the steps 

of the throne” was Ihering’s description (1883,180). We also learn 

how the creation of public opinion could totally dissolve with 

time—something Lippmann could describe for his readers from his 

own experience after the First World War. First he tells how posi¬ 

tive and negative stereotypes were shaped: “Beside hero-worship 

there is the exorcism of devils. By the same mechanism through 

which heroes are incarnated, devils are made. If everything good 

was to come from Joffre, Foch, Wilson, or Roosevelt, everything 

evil originated in the Kaiser Wilhelm, Lenin and Trotsky” (Lipp¬ 

mann 1965, 7). But then, a little later: “Think ... of how rapidly, 

after the armistice, the precarious and by no means successfully 

established symbol of Allied Unity disappeared, how it was fol¬ 

lowed almost immediately by the breakdown of each nation’s sym¬ 

bolic picture of the other: Britain the Defender of Public Law, 

France watching at the Frontier of Freedom, America the Crusad¬ 

er. And think then of how within each nation the symbolic picture 

of itself frayed out, as party and class conflict and personal ambition 

began to stir postponed issues. And then of how the symbolic 

pictures of the leaders gave way, as one by one, Wilson, Cle- 

menceau, Lloyd George, ceased to be the incarnation of human 

hope, and became merely the negotiators and administrators for a 

disillusioned world” (Lippmann 1965, 8). 

The pictures in our heads—a pseudoworld whose reality 

we swear by 
Lippmann’s great advance over other twentieth-century writ¬ 

ers on public opinion was his realism, his down-to-earth assump¬ 

tions about human understanding and human emotions. That he 

was a journalist helped considerably: he keenly saw the difference 

between the perceptions that a person obtains firsthand and those 

that come by other means, especially through the mass media; and 
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he saw how this difference is blotted out because people are not 

conscious of it. People, he saw, tend to adopt indirect experience so 

completely and to adjust their conceptions to it so well that their 

direct and indirect experiences become inseparable. As a result, the 

influence of the mass media also remains largely unconscious. 

The world that we have to deal with politically is out of reach, 
out of sight, out of mind. It has to be explored, reported, and 
imagined. Man is no Aristotelian god contemplating all exis¬ 
tence at one glance. He is the creature of an evolution who can 
just about span a sufficient portion of reality to manage his 
survival, and snatch what on the scale of time are but a few 
moments of insight and happiness. Yet this same creature has 
invented ways of seeing what no naked eye could see, of 
hearing what no ear could hear, of weighing immense masses 
and infinitesimal ones, of counting and separating more items 
than he can individually remember. He is learning to see with 
his mind vast portions of the world that he could never see, 
touch, smell, hear, or remember. Gradually he makes for 
himself a trustworthy picture inside his head of the world 
beyond his reach. (Lippmann 1965, 18) 

“How small our proportion of direct observations is when com¬ 

pared to those observations that are conveyed to us through the 

media!” Lippmann makes his readers reflect. This, however, is just 

the beginning of a chain of circumstances, all of which in one way or 

another are liable to distort the picture of the world that people 

carry in their heads. To form a picture of reality is a hopeless task, 

“for the real environment is altogether too big, too complex, and 

too fleeting for direct acquaintance. We are not equipped to deal 

with so much subtlety, so much variety, so many permutations and 

combinations. And although we have to act in that environment, we 

have to reconstruct it on a simpler model before we can manage 

with it” (Lippmann 1965, 11). Fifty years later, Luhmann treated 

this subject under the caption “Reduction of Complexity.” 

The journalist’s uniform rules of selection 

How does this reconstruction happen? A rigorous selection 

takes place: what will be reported and what should be perceived is 

organized in graduated steps, like locks on a river, according to the 

image introduced at the end of the forties by the social psychologist 

Kurt Lewin (1947), who coined the term “gatekeeper.” The 

gatekeepers decide what will be admitted to the public and what will 
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be withheld. As Lippmann says, “Every newspaper when it reaches 

the reader is the result of a whole series of selections” (1965, 223). 

Circumstances—strict limitation of time and of attention (59)— 

necessitate selection. The reader devotes something like fifteen 

minutes a day to the paper, Lippmann found, using the results of 

early studies of readership (37). With a journalist’s keen nose for 

the future, he scented the significance of the representative survey 

more than a decade before the American Gallup Institute was 

founded (95-97). Anticipating a major research branch of the sci¬ 

ence of communication in the fifties, sixties, and seventies, Lipp¬ 

mann explained what journalists consider “news values” in their 

selection (220; see also Schulz 1976): clear subject matter that can 

be conveyed without contradictions; conflicts; superlatives; the 

surprising; something a reader can identify with because it is close in 

either a physical or a psychological sense; the personally affecting; 

that which has consequences for the reader (Lippmann 1965, 223, 

224, 230). 

Insofar as all journalists use largely the same rules of selection, 

they create a certain consensus in reporting, which affects the 

audience like a confirmation. A pseudo-environment, as Lippmann 

calls it, thus emerges (16). 

Lippmann berates no audience, scolds no journalists; he 

merely provides convincing evidence that a pseudo-reality must 

arise. Arnold Gehlen (1965, 190-91) later called it Zwischenwelt, 

the “in-between world.” 

People with different attitudes see the same events differently 

Social psychology and communication research, starting in the 

mid-1940s, have discovered the concept of selective perception 

(Lazarsfeld et al. 1968; Heider 1946; Festinger 1957). People 

actively try to avoid cognitive dissonance and to maintain a harmo¬ 

nious picture of the world. Second only to the need to reduce 

cognitive complexity, selective perception becomes another un¬ 

avoidable source of distortion in the perception of reality and in its 

reporting. 

I am arguing that the pattern of stereotypes at the center of our 
codes largely determines what group of facts we shall see, and 
in what light we shall see them. That is why, with the best will in 
the world, the news policy of a journal tends to support its 
editorial policy; why a capitalist sees one set of facts, and 
certain aspects of human nature, literally sees them; his social- 
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ist opponent another set and other aspects, and why each 
regards the other as unreasonable or perverse, when the real 
difference between them is a difference of perception. (Lipp- 
mann 1965, 82; emphasis added) 

Lippmann bases all of this on observations of the press alone. How 

much more valid his observations would have to be in the age of 

television! Now the proportion of reality that is transmitted to 

people through the media, as compared to the original observa¬ 

tions, has grown by a considerable factor (Roegele 1979, 187), and 

the distant, complex world, through increased visibility and audibil¬ 

ity, flows together with one’s own firsthand observations even more 

strongly. The emotional content—what is good and what bad—is 

grasped directly through picture and sound. These emotional im¬ 

pressions are resistant; people retain them long after the rational 

arguments have slipped away, as one can read in Lippmann.'® 

After the German federal election of 1976, an anachronistic 

debate arose as to whether television can influence the climate of 

opinion before elections. It was not a question of manipulation, for 

the journalists reported only what they really saw. The apparent 

consensus arising out of a one-sided media reality can only be 

avoided if reporters of various political persuasions present their 

points of view to the public. I call the 1976 debate anachronistic 

because it could have been carried on before the appearance of 

Lippmann’s book. That it took place at all, more than fifty years 

later, was only because Lippmann and all the subsequent con¬ 

firming evidence provided by communication research had been 

ignored. “We just report it as it is.” This phrase, which journalists 

use even today to describe their activities, should really not be 

admissible more than fifty years after Lippmann’s book. By the 

same token, the famous slogan of the New York Times, “All the 

News That’s Fit to Print,” should be honored only because of its 

historical associations. It would be a good idea if from time to time, 

among the foregone conclusions of the journalists, the facts and the 

opinions conveyed should be made to recede into the background 

and that which is not conveyed should become the central figure, as 

in those well-known perceptual psychology pictures illustrating the 

relation of figure to background. This change of perspective should 

be possible at least occasionally, and it needs to be practiced. Then 

18. The correctness of this observation has been confirmed by Sturm et al. 

(1972, 42-44). 
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journalists no longör mislead themselves about the effect of their 

profession with the argument: “But what I presented is really true,” 
and “the public found it interesting.” 

What usually gets left out from the reports of the media? 

Lippmann concludes that very different consequences can follow, 

depending on what aspect of the complex reality is left out in the 

picture the public receives. He does not pass an adverse moral 

judgment on this state of affairs; far from it. In fact, he evaluates 

stereotyping positively—a detail that those who have repeated his 

ideas immediately lost—for only substantial simplification allows 

people to distribute their attention among a good many subjects 

and not to have to content themselves with a very narrow horizon. 

Whatever is not reported does not exist 

Lippmann with great persistence seeks to clarify the conse¬ 

quences of this process of selection. What arises from the simplified 

pictures of reality is reality as people actually experience it; the 

“pictures in our heads” are reality (1965, 3). Whatever reality may 

actually be does not matter, for only our assumptions about reality 

count; only they determine expectations, hopes, strivings, feelings; 

only they determine what we do. These actions, however, are 

themselves real and have real consequences, creating new realities. 

One possibility is that the prophecy will fulfill itself, that our ex¬ 

pectation of reality will be actualized through what we do. The 

second possibility is a collision. Actions governed by false assump¬ 

tions lead to effects that are completely unexpected yet undeniably 

real. Reality at long last reasserts itself, but the later this happens 

the greater the risk; eventually we are forced to correct the pictures 

in our heads. 

From what materials is Lippmann’s “pseudo-environment” 

constructed? What are the building blocks that derive from the 

powerful processes of crystallizing reality? “Stereotypes”—“sym¬ 

bols”—“images”—“fictions”—“standard versions”—“the current 

way of thinking about things”—Lippmann engulfs his readers with 

words coined to make these materials intelligible. “By fictions I do 

not mean lies,” he writes (1965,10). He enthusiastically grasps the 

Marxist concept of “consciousness” (16). Journalists can only re¬ 

port what they from their consciousnesses are able to perceive; the 

reader can only complete and explain the world by making use of a 

consciousness which in large measure has been created by the mass 

media. Some people, on learning that television influenced the 
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“Dad, if a tree falls in the forest, and the media aren’t there to cover it, has the tree really fallen?’’ 

Drawing by Robert Mankoff; reprinted from the Saturday Review 

climate of opinion for the 1976 election campaign, conclude that 

television newsmen had been telling lies, “manipulating us”; but 

these people haven’t advanced beyond the beginning of the century 

in their understanding of the effects of the media. One must admit, 

however, that the conclusions Lippmann reached so effortlessly, 

are now being approached by communication researchers only one 

step at a time, amid numerous difficulties. 

“Dad, if a tree falls in the forest, and the media aren’t there to 

cover it, has the tree really fallen?” Father sits in the easy chair 

reading, son bothers him with superfluous questions—this cartoon 

suggests that communication research and the general public have 

gradually caught up with Walter Lippmann. 

What does not get reported does not exist, or, stated somewhat 

more cautiously, its chances of becoming part of ongoing, perceived 

reality are minimal. 

A German communication researcher, Hans Mathias Kepplin- 

ger, used the objective reality, which exists outside our conscious¬ 

ness, and the perceived, imagined “pseudo-reality” of Lippmann as 

complementary concepts in the title of his 1975 book, Realkultur 

und Medienkultur (Actual Culture and Media Culture). Media 

culture is what the media select from the world and offer us; insofar 

as the actual world lies outside one’s reach, outside one’s sight, the 

former one is usually our only view of the world. 

Stereotypes transmit public opinion 

Why did Lippmann title his book Public Opinionl Perhaps 

unconsciously, certainly without stating it, he, like other journal¬ 

ists, was convinced that published opinion and public opinion are 

basically the same thing; at least his descriptions of the two often 
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blend together. At a certain point, however, when the book is 

already well under way, the recollection of the original meaning of 

public opinion breaks through and he adds a second definition to 

the stale one in the opening chapter (18): “The orthodox theory 

holds that a public opinion constitutes a moral judgment on a group 

of facts. The theory I am suggesting is that, in the present state of 

education, a public opinion is primarily a moralized and codified 

version of the facts” (81-82). The moral nature of public opinion— 

approval and disapproval—has retained its central place. But Lipp- 

mann varies the traditional perspective by applying to it the discov¬ 

ery that so fascinates him: how the observation of facts is filtered 

even in a moral sense by selective viewpoints, viewpoints guided by 

stereotypes or “Codices.” One gets to see what one expects to see, 

and moral evaluations are channeled through emotion-laden 

stereotypes, symbols, fictions. The limited viewpoint within which 

every person lives is Lippmann’s theme. For us, however, his 

greatest achievement was to show how public opinion is transmit¬ 

ted, how it can be forced upon us. So concise and so unambiguous is 

the stereotype, whether positive or negative, that it lets everyone 

know when to speak and when to keep quiet. Stereotypes are 

indispensable in getting’conformity processes in gear. 

19 Public Opinion Selects the Issues: 
Niklas Luhmann 

It is almost beyond belief that the per¬ 

spectives Luhmann brought to light eluded Lippmann entirely, for 

both were working on more or less the same issues. Both describe 

how societal consensus takes form; the reduction of complexity that 

makes communication and action possible. Highly similar in their 

contents, the two differ often only in their selection of words: 

instead of “stereotypes,” Luhmann speaks of the necessity of 

finding “word formulas” to get the public opinion process started 

(1971, 9). As he sees it, attention is short-lived (15), and persons or 

issues must establish themselves in the public awareness against 

strong competition. The media create “pseudo-crises” and 

“pseudo-novelty” (25) in order to beat competing topics out of the 
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field. These stimuli must be timely, they must have a burning 

reference to the moment. The relevance of fashion is indicated in 

many ways (18); an issue is created like the latest style in sleeves, 

and then, after everything about it has been said, it becomes “old 

hat”; the issue is obsolete (24), just like a style in sleeves becomes 

obsolete. Those still wearing it show that they are not “in.” The 

vocabulary of fashion deceptively understates what really goes on. 

Making issues worthy of discussion 

Luhmann holds himself aloof from his predecessors who wrote 

about public opinion—Machiavelli, Montaigne, Locke, Hume, 

Rousseau, and even Lippmann. Morality based on approval and 

disapproval is not his topic. The “formulas” are not used to label 

clearly that which is good or evil; they are required, instead, to 

make a topic worth discussing or negotiating (Luhmann 1971, 9). 

For Luhmann the function of public opinion is fulfilled when it 

brings an issue to the negotiating table. The social system cannot 

deal with many subjects at once, but at the same time it may be a 

matter of life and death for it to take up topics that have become 

pressing. Therefore the processes of public opinion must regulate 

the focus of public attention. For brief periods, the general atten¬ 

tion is turned to a pressing topic, and within this short space of time 

a solution must be found, for in the field of mass communication 

one must reckon with quick changes of interest (12). 

Selecting issues is Luhmann’s idea of what public opinion 

achieves, and this proceeds according to “rules of attention” that 

can be analyzed. First the issue is brought up, and formulas that 

make it suitable for discussion are found; only then will positions be 

taken for or against various “options”—to use the favorite term of 

modern planners—and, if the process goes forward without a hitch, 

it will finally be considered ready to come up for decision (12). 

Luhmann supposes “that the political system, insofar as it rests on 

public opinion, is integrated not by rules governing decision but by 

rules governing attention” (16), that is, by rules that determine 

what reaches the table and what does not. 

This version of public opinion only applies to short-lived 

events, fluid aggregational situations, as Tönnies called them. The 

steady historical processes that take place over decades or, if we 

credit Tocqueville, over centuries—striving for equality, or atti¬ 

tudes toward capital punishment, to take two examples—are 

scarcely touched on, and the “general weather conditions” are not 
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taken into account at all. “After everything has been said, the issue 

is obsolete” Luhmann writes (24). Journalists would say that the 

issue is dead. “After everything has been said” expresses a very 

journalistic point of view, one scarcely appropriate to the lack of 

interest that an overburdened population takes in the process of 

public opinion. 

Luhmann envisions a regular order of events: first, a pressing 

issue is brought to general attention; then, positions pro and con are 

drawn. Surveys of public opinion show that this order rarely exists. 

Usually what happens is that one party kicks the topic, as it were, 

into the social field of play—a process that Luhmann disapprovingly 

calls “manipulation” and regards as the result of one-sided com¬ 

munication, in particular the technically determined one-sidedness 

of communication from the mass media (13-14). When only one 

opinion is presented about a particular issue, when issue and partial 

opinion merge, so to speak, we have what Luhmann calls “public 

morality” (14). “Public morality” refers to those opinions that must 

be publicly affirmed if one is not to isolate oneself. Luhmann, 

drawing from systems theory, has given “public opinion” a new and 

different content. 

The agenda-setting function of mass media 

Just as we found no problems in recognizing the significance of 

Walter Lippmann’s stereotypes as vehicles of public opinion in the 

sense used here, so we can also appreciate Luhmann’s contribution 

to the understanding of public opinion without adopting his concep¬ 

tion of its functions within the social system. He highlights the 

importance of structuring attention, of selecting issues, as a phase in 

the public opinion process, and he leaves no doubts about the 

significance of the mass media, which, more than any court, take it 

upon themselves to select these issues. 
American communication researchers have arrived at a result 

similar to Luhmann’s quite independently, and by a completely 

different path.’^ Their goal was to investigate the effects of the mass 

media. By comparing, over a period of time, the subject matter 

emphases of the mass media with actual social developments 

reflected in statistics and with the views of the population about 

19. McCombs and Shaw 1972; Funkhouser 1973; McLeod et al. 1974; Beniger 

1978; Kepplinger and Roth 1979; Kepplinger and Hachenberg 1979; Kepplinger 

1980b. 
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pressing political tasks, they found that the mass media were usually 

ahead of the other two trends. Thus it seems that they bring up the 

issues and place them on the table. To describe this process, Amer¬ 

ican researchers have invented the expression: “agenda-setting 

function.” 

20 The Journalist’s Privilege: 
Conferring Public Attention 

^ have experienced the spiral of silence 

in my club.” “Fve seen it at work in my volleyball team.” “That’s 

just the way things are in my business.” In this way people often 

confirm the concept of a spiral of silence. This is as it should be, for 

there are varied opportunities to observe this all too human con¬ 

forming behavior. Experiences such as we all have in small groups 

are parts of the process. When public opinion is forming, identical 

or similar experiences across various groups lead observant indi¬ 

viduals to suppose that “everyone” will think the same way. Some¬ 

thing unique happens, however, as soon as the spiral of silence 

starts to develop in public; it is this blending with publicity that gives 

the process its irresistible force. The element of public attention is 

brought into the process most effectively through the mass media. 

In fact, mass media objectify publicity—shapeless, faceless, un¬ 

reachable, immovable public attention. 

Feeling powerless facing the mass media 

Communication may be classified as one-sided or two-sided (a 

conversation, for example, is two-sided); as indirect or direct (a 

conversation is direct); as public or private (a conversation is gener¬ 

ally private). The mass media are one-sided, indirect, public forms 

of communication, thus contrasting threefold with the most natural 

form of human communication, the conversation. This is why indi¬ 

viduals faced with the mass media feel so helpless. In every survey 

where people are asked, who in today’s society has too much 
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power, the mass media are ranked right there at the top.^° This 

powerlessness is expressed in two ways. The first occurs when a 

person tries to gain public attention (in Luhmann’s sense) and the 

media, in their selection processes, choose not to give that person 

attention. The same thing occurs if there are unsuccessful efforts to 

gain public attention for an idea, a piece of information, or a 

perspective. This may result in a desperate outbreak in the presence 

of the guardians who have denied access to public attention— 

someone throws a bottle of ink at a Rubens in an art museum in 

Munich; a bottle of acid is thrown at a Rembrandt in an Amsterdam 

museum; someone hijacks an airplane in order to borrow public 

attention for some message or cause. 

The second aspect of powerlessness comes into play when the 

media are used as a pillory; when they draw faceless public atten¬ 

tion to an individual who is surrendered to them as a scapegoat to be 

“exhibited.” He cannot defend himself; he cannot deflect the slings 

and arrows. The means of rebuttal are grotesque in their compara¬ 

tive weakness, in their awkwardness compared to the polished 

objectivity of the media. Those who freely consent to appear on a 

television talk show or to give a television interview without belong¬ 

ing to the inner circle of media gatekeepers are putting their heads 

into the jaws of a tiger. 

A new start for research on media effects 
Public attention can be experienced from two viewpoints, from 

that of the individual who is exposed to it or who is ignored by 

it—which we have just described—and from the perspective of the 

collective event, when hundreds of thousands, when millions of 

people observe their environment and either speak or keep quiet, 

thereby creating public opinion. Observation of the environment 

has two sources; public opinion is nourished from two springs: the 

individual undertakes direct observation in his or her environment, 

and receives information about the environment through the mass 

media. Today, television with its color and sound creates extensive 

20. Allensbach Archives, surveys 2173 (January 1976) and 2196 (February 

1977): “Would you please take a look at this list. Among the items on the list, which 

do you think exercise too great an influence on the political life of the Federal 

Republic?” “Television” ranked third in both surveys, named by 31 percent and 29 

percent respectively. “Newspapers” was found in ninth and tenth place with 21 and 

22 percent. There were eighteen possible answers on the list. 
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confusion between one’s own observation and mediated observa¬ 

tion. “Good evening,” the weatherman said at the start of his 

television weather report. “Good evening,” answered the guests in 

a hotel in which I was spending my vacation. 

People have long been questioning the effects of the mass 

media, expeeting a very simple, direct relationship between cause 

and effect. They have assumed that the statements in any one 

medium cause changes in opinion, or—also to be considered as an 

effect—reinforce opinion in the audience. The relationship be¬ 

tween mass media and audiences is somehow likened to a private 

conversation between two persons, one saying something and the 

other being strengthened or converted. The reality of media effects 

is much more complex, and differs considerably from the individual 

conversation model. Walter Lippmann taught us this when he 

showed how the media imprint stereotypes through innumerable 

repetitions, and how these become building blocks in that “in- 

between world” which intervenes between people and the objective 

external world to serve as their pseudo-reality. This is the implica¬ 

tion of Luhmann’s agenda-setting function, the selection of what 

the public must attend to, of indicating what is urgent, which 

questions everyone must be concerned with. All of this is decided 

by the media. 

Moreover, the media influence the individual’s perception of 

what can be said or done without danger of isolation. And finally we 

encounter something that could be called the articulation function 

of the mass media. This brings us back, then, to the starting point of 

our analysis of the spiral of silence, the train test as a paradigm 

situation for a small group in which public opinion is created 

through talk and reluctance to talk. For the moment, however, we 

will remain with the topic of how persons experience the climate of 

opinion through the mass media. 

Public notice legitimates 

Everyone who read reprints of the purported “memorial 

address” that was put out by a group of students on the occasion of 

the death of Buback, a federal prosecutor murdered by terrorists in 

1977, knew that more was involved in the reprint than mere docu¬ 

mentation. The text, brought out under the pseudonym “Mes- 

caleros,” was reissued, ostensibly, to let the widest possible circles 

have the opportunity to read the original and thereby form their 

own judgment of it. The active publicity attending its republication 
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increased the text’s impact. Despite mildly disapproving editorial 

comments that barely concealed an underlying approbation, the 

publicity created the impression that one might secretly be pleased 

to hear that a federal prosecutor had been murdered, and might 

publicly express oneself to that effect without running the risk of 

isolation. Something like this occurs whenever a tabooed behavior 

reeeives public notice—for whatever reasons—without being 

painted as evil, something to shun or pillory. It is quite easy to sense 

whether we are dealing with publicity that stigmatizes or condones 

the behavior. To publicize behavior that violates norms without 

strongly disapproving of it makes it more fit for polite society, more 

acceptable. Everyone can see that engaging in this behavior no 

longer makes one isolated. Those who break social norms are often 

eager to receive the merest hint of sympathetic publicity; and their 

eagerness is well founded, for the rule, the norm, is thereby 

weakened. 

21 Public Opinion Has Two 
Sources—One, the Mass Media 

.^arly in 1976, half a year before the Ger¬ 

man federal election, the full resources of survey research instru¬ 

mentation and observation were for the first time set up to trace the 

development of a climate of opinion and the resulting formation of 

voting intentions according to the spiral of silence theory. The 

principal method was the repeated interviewing of a representative 

sample of voters, technically called a panel study. In addition, 

normal representative surveys were used to keep track of develop¬ 

ments. Two surveys among journalists were carried out, and the 

political broadcasts of the two national television networks were 

recorded on videotape.^' We will examine only a small segment of 

the complete effort here in order to indicate how the theory of the 

spiral of silence guided the empirical research (Noelle-Neumann 

1977b; 1978; Kepplinger 1979; 1980a). 

21. The research program was made possible by the close cooperation be¬ 

tween the Allensbach Institut für Demoskopie and the Institut für Publizistik at the 

University of Mainz. 
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We had developed pertinent questions starting with the federal 

election of 1965. These involved the voting intentions of the respon¬ 

dents, their beliefs concerning who was going to win the election, 

their willingness to demonstrate publicly their political preferences, 

their overall interest in politics, and their level of media use (news¬ 

papers and magazines read and television watched), with special 

attention to political broadcasts. 

Before the 1976 election, a sudden change in the 

climate of opinion 

In July, during the height of the vacation season, a set of 

completed questionnaires arrived at the Allensbach Institute. They 

constituted the second wave of questioning of a panel of around 

1,000 voters, representative of the total West German population. I 

was staying in Tessin, Switzerland, at the time, enjoying the cloud¬ 

less summer days, and I vividly remember the contrast between the 

broad green leaves in the vineyards and the granite table with the 

computer output spread upon it. It was a few months before the 

election and not the right time to forget about work altogether. One 

thing was emerging clearly from the printouts. The most important 

measurement, the question concerning people’s perceptions of the 

climate of opinion, showed a dramatic deterioration for the Chris¬ 

tian Democrats. The question was: “Of course no one can know for 

sure, but what do you think: Who is going to win the coming federal 

election? Who will receive the most votes: the Christian Demo¬ 

cratic Union or the Social Democratic Party/Free Democratic 

Party?” In March of 1976, panel respondents gave a 20 percent 

advantage to the Christian Democratic Union, expecting that they 

would triumph at the polls, but now the sentiment had changed and 

the estimates for the Christian Democratic Union and the Social 

Democratic Party/Free Democratic Party were only 7 percent 

apart. A little while later the Social Democratic Party/Free Demo¬ 

cratic Party overtook the Christian Democratic Union (table 21). 

My first guess was that the supporters of the Christian Demo¬ 

crats had behaved about as they had done in 1972, remaining 

publicly silent and not indicating, even before the election cam¬ 

paign began, what their convictions were. I knew that the campaign 

leadership of all the parties, including that of the Christian Demo¬ 

cratic Union, had tried to make clear to their supporters how 

important it was to affirm their position publicly; but, as we know, 

people are cautious and afraid. I telephoned Allensbach and asked 
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Table 21. Early in the election year 1976, the climate of opinion 
favoring the Christian Democratic Union deteriorated 

Question: “Of course no one can know for sure, but what do you think: 
Who is going to win the coming federal election? Who will receive the most 
votes: the Christian Democratic Union or the Social Democratic Party/ 
Free Democratic Party?” 

Population 18 and over 

March 
1976 
(%) 

July 
1976 
(%) 

September 
1976 
(%) 

Christian Democratic Union 47 40 36 
Social Democratic Party 27 33 39 
Impossible to tell 26 27 25 

100 100 100 
N = 1052 925 1005 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2178, 2185, 2189 

for the results of the questions about willingness to stand up for a 
party publicly. The finding was puzzling; it did not fit the theory. 
Compared to the results for March, the supporters of the Social 
Democratic Party tended to be lazier than those of the Christian 
Democratic Union. In answer to the question of what they were 
willing to do for their party, and given a list of possible activities 
including the answer “none of these,” between March and July, 
supporters of the Social Democratic Party saying they would do 
nothing increased from 34 to 43 percent, while supporters of the 
Christian Democratic Union stayed almost constant (38 percent in 
March and 39 percent in July said they would do nothing). The 
Christian Democratic supporters’ declining willingness to stand up 
for their party could not explain the change in the climate of opinion 

(table 22). 

With the eye of television 
I then thought of the two sources we have for obtaining in¬ 

formation about the distribution of opinions in our environment: 
firsthand observation of reality and observation of reality through 
the eyes of the media. So I ordered a tabulation from Allensbach 
recording the data according to who had read much or little in the 
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Table 22. The supporters of the Christian Democrats do not appear to 
be remiss in their readiness to affirm their support between 
spring and summer of 1976: therefore the reduced expectation 
of the chances for a Christian Democratic victory cannot be 
explained by a poor public showing of Christian Democratic 
supporters 

Question: “Now a question about the party that comes closest to your 
views. If you were to be asked whether you would like to do something for 
the party that you regard as the best, for example, some of the things on 
these cards here, is there anything at all that you would do for this party? 
Could you pull out the cards that apply?” (Cards are given to the respon¬ 
dent) 

Christian 
Democratic 
Supporters 

March July 
1976 1976 
(%) (%) 

Social 
Democratic 
Supporters 

March July 
1976 1976 
(%) (%) 

I would take part in a meeting of this 

party 53 47 52 43 
I would stand up in a meeting of this 

party and contribute something to the 

discussion if it seemed important to me 28 25 31 23 
I would put a bumper sticker on my car 18 25 26 24 
I would also represent the standpoint of 

this party in the meetings of another 

party 22 20 24 16 
I would wear a campaign button 17 17 23 22 
I would help distribute campaign 

literature 17 16 22 14 
I would contribute funds to this party’s 

campaign 12 12 10 11 
I would take part in a discussion on the 

streets and stand up for this party 14 11 19 15 
I would put up posters for this party 11 9 13 10 
I would put a poster for this party on my 

home or in my window 10 9 8 6 
I would ring the doorbells of strangers 

and discuss the advantages of this party 
with them 4 4 5 3 

None of these 38 39 34 43 

244 234 267 230 
N = 468 444 470 389 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2178, 2185 
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press, and watched much or little television. When the results were 

spread out on the table, they looked as simple as a primer. Only 

those who had more frequently observed the environment through 

the eyes of television had perceived a change in the climate; those 

who had observed their environment without television’s eyes had 
noticed no change in climate at all (table 23). 

The several checks we ran to determine whether the filtering of 

reality through television changed the climate of opinion in the 

election year of 1976 are described in detail elsewhere (Noelle- 

Neumann 1977b; 1978). Still, we cannot help being curious about 

the way this impression of a changed climate of opinion was brought 

about. Once again we enter into territory barely touched by re¬ 
search. 

Reporters did not manipulate; they presented what they saw 

In order at least to approach the solution to this riddle, we 

analyzed the surveys of journalists and the videotapes of political 

broadcasts during that election year. If one starts with Walter 

Lippmann’s thesis, it was not at all surprising that television viewers 

saw the Christian Democratic Union’s chances disappearing. The 

journalists themselves saw no chance for the Christian Democrats 

to win the 1976 federal election. In reality, the two political camps 

were of almost identical strength, and the Christian Democratic 

Union would have won on election day, 3 October 1976, if 350,000 

persons from among about 38 million voters (0.9 percent) had 

switched their votes from the Social Democratic Party or the Free 

Democratic Party to the Christian Democratic Union. An objective 

assessment of the situation before the election should have led 

journalists to answer the question, “Who do you think will win the 

election?” with “It’s completely up in the air.” Instead, more than 

70 percent answered that they thought the Social Democratic/Free 

Democratic coalition would win, while only 10 percent expected a 

Christian Democratic victory. Journalists saw the world quite dif¬ 

ferently than the electorate, and, if Lippmann is right, they could 

only show the world as they saw it. In other words, the audience had 

two views of reality, two impressions of the climate of opinion—an 

impression from their own, firsthand observations, and an impres¬ 

sion from the eyes of television. A fascinating phenomenon arose: a 

“dual climate of opinion” (table 24). 

Why did the population and the journalists see the political 

situation so differently? After all, the electorate still believed (in 
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Table 23. Concerning the second source of public opinion, impressions 
from the eye of television, regular TV viewers perceived a 
worsening of the climate of opinion for the Christian 
Democrats, but persons who saw little TV between spring and 
summer noticed no worsening of the climate for the Christian 
Democrats 

Question: “Of course, no one can know for sure but what do you think: 
Who is going to win the coming federal election? Who will receive the most 
votes—the Christian Democratic Union or the Social Democratic Party/ 
Free Democratic Party?” 

Persons who 
Frequent seldom or 
viewers of never view 

political TV political TV 
broadcasts broadcasts 

March July March July 
1976 1976 1976 1976 
(%) (%) (%) (%) 

Total 

Christian Democratic Union 

Social Democratic Party/ 

47 34 36 38 

Free Democratic Party 32 42 24 25 
Impossible to tell 21 24 40 37 

100 100 100 100 
N 175 118 

Politically Interested Persons 

Christian Democratic Union 

Social Democratic Party/ 
49 35 26 44 

Free Democratic Party 32 41 26 17 
Impossible to tell 29 29 38 37 

100 100 100 100 
N = 144 23 

Politically Disinterested Persons 

Christian Democratic Union 

Social Democratic Party/ 
39 26 39 37 

Free Democratic Party 32 45 23 26 
Impossible to tell 29 29 38 37 

100 100 100 100 
N = 31 95 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2178, 2185 
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Table 24. Journalists see the political situation differently than the 
Electorate. Is their manner of seeing things transmitted to the 
television viewers? 

Question: “Of course, no one can know for sure, but what do you think: 
Who is going to win the coming federal election? Who will receive the most 
votes: the Christian Democratic Union or the Social Democratic Party/ 
Free Democratic Party?” 

July 1976 

National Allensbach’s 
sample survey 

18 years of 
and older journalists 

(%) (%) 

Predictions: 

Christian Democratic Union 40 10 

Social Democratic Party/Free 

Democratic Party 33 76 

Impossible to tell 27 14 

100 100 

N = 1265 1235 

National Journalists 
sample in 
August July 

1976 1976 
(%) (%) 

Voting intentions: 

Christian Democratic Union 49 21 

Social Democratic Party 42150 551 79 
Free Democratic Party 24r^ 

Other parties 1 X 

100 100 

N = 1590 87 

Source: Allensbach Archives. Upper half of the table: surveys 2185,2187. A survey 

of journalists run parallel to this one by the Institut für Publizistik at the 

University of Mainz resulted in 73 percent expecting a Social Democratic/ 

Free Democratic win, 15 percent a Christian Democratic win, 12 percent 

“impossible to say.” N = 81. Lower part of the table: surveys 3032,2187. It 

presents the answers of persons who gave a specific party preference, x = 

less than 0.5%. 
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the summer of 1976) that a Christian Democratic victory was a little 

more likely than a Social Democratic/Free Democratic one. 

One reason was that the population and the journalists di¬ 

verged substantially in their political convictions and party prefer¬ 

ences. And, of course, as Lippmann makes clear, convictions 

guided their views. Supporters of the Social Democratic Party and 

the Free Democratic Party (Liberals) saw many more indications of 

a victory for their own parties, whereas supporters of the Christian 

Democratic Union thought their party more likely to win. This is 

true in general, and it was true for the population and for the 

journalists in 1976. Since the national sample was split about evenly 

between the Social Democratic Party/Free Democratic Party on 

the one hand and the Christian Democratic Union on the other, 

whereas the journalists were split about three to one in favor of the 

Social Democratic Party/Free Democratic Party, it was only natu¬ 

ral that they perceived the reality differently. 

Decoding the language of visual signals 

So began the expedition into the unresearched territory of the 

way television journalists transmit their perceptions to the viewers 

through pictures and sound. First we looked to America and En¬ 

gland, to Sweden, to France in hopes that the communication 

researchers in these countries had already solved this problem. But 

we found nothing. Then we sat in a seminar—students, assistants, 

professors—and tested ourselves. Without discussion, we watched 

video recordings of political rallies, or interviews with politicians, 

and immediately afterward completed questionnaires about how 

the manner in which the persons we had seen had affected us. 

Where we found ourselves largely in agreement in our decoding of 

the visual message, we sought to ferret out which clues we had used 

to obtain the particular impression. Finally, we invited well-known 

communication researchers, such as Percy Tannenbaum from the 

University of California at Berkeley and Kurt and Gladys Engel 

Lang from the Stony Brook University in New York, to come to 

Mainz to the Institut für Publizistik. We played the video recordings 

of the political broadcasts for them and asked for their advice. Percy 

Tannenbaum suggested that we do a survey of cameramen and ask 

them what visual techniques they employed when they wanted to 

achieve a particular effect. Or we might ask it the other way around: 

what effect did they feel particular shots and techniques had on 

viewers. We carried out this suggestion in 1979 (Kepplinger 1983; 
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Kepplinger and Donsbach 1982). A majority of the cameramen, 51 

percent, answered our written questions, and we received back 151 

questionnaires. Seventy-eight percent of the cameramen thought it 

“very likely indeed” and 22 percent “quite possible” that “a cam¬ 

eraman through purely visual means could cause persons to be seen 

in a particularly positive or particularly negative fashion.” What 

techniques can have these effects? 

The cameramen we surveyed agreed overwhelmingly on one 

point. For a politician they particularly liked, they would use a 

two-thirds frontal shot at eyelevel, since, in their view, this would 

tend to strike a sympathetic note and establish the impression of 

calmness and spontaneity. None of them, on the other hand, would 

use a high shot (bird’s eye view) or a low shot (frog’s eye view), 

since these positions would tend to be unsympathetic and to convey 

the impression either of weakness or of emptiness. 

Professor Hans Mathias Kepplinger and a working group sub¬ 

sequently studied videotapes of the television election campaign as 

covered by the two German television systems, the ARD and the 

ZDF, between 1 April and the election on 3 October 1976. Their 

most important findings were summarized thus: 

The analysis of the reporting by the two television systems . . . 
found . . . that the politicians of the coalition were indeed 
somewhat more frequently on the screen than those of the 
opposition, but the kinds of shots used were almost equal for 
all the politicians—for the most part a frontal view, occasion¬ 
ally a bird’s eye or frog’s eye view. 

Things were different when they investigated the shots of 
the two main candidates Helmut Schmidt (Social Democratic 
Party) and Helmut Kohl (Christian Democratic Union), who, 
after all, were shown in every fourth shot. Schmidt was found 
only 31 times in shots taken from a frog’s or a bird’s perspective 
while Kohl was presented this way 55 times. As a further 
example, members of the opposition party, when giving polit¬ 
ical speeches, were more frequently shown with a microphone 
substantially blocking their face than were speakers of the 

coalition. 
The Mainz scientists also reported on who made the deci¬ 

sions for the camera angles and shots. A survey carried out by 
Willy Loderhose among cameramen showed that about every 
other cameraman (46 percent) declared he alone made the 
decision, while 52 percent indicated that this was done in 
conjunction with the journalists who were responsible for the 

broadcast. (Mreschar 1979, 26) 
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Besides the shooting techniques, the content of the broadcast was 
also analyzed; we were looking for signals of public opinion. 
According to the spiral of silence theory, four elements form the 
basic pattern of the signal system individuals use to orient them¬ 
selves in order to avoid isolation: approval and disapproval, attack 
and defense. Therefore the social environment can be described 
according to a four-cell schema. 

offensive approval defensive approval 

offensive disapproval defensive disapproval 

For each element indicators were constructed, technically called 
“categories.” Using the method of content analysis we tried to 
describe not just the text, as had been done earlier, but also the 
picture and the sound. For example, “applause” was one of six 
indicators of approval, with boos and catcalls as its contrary for 
disapproval. 

Small differences aside, the journalists’ spoken comments on 
audience reaction were for the most part equally divided between 
agreement and disagreement. By the same token, almost the same 
number of shots showed positive audience reaction to the coalition 
as to the opposition. Matters were different, however, for the 
negative reactions of the audience. In the first and second German 
television networks, segments showing the audience disapproving 
of Christian Democratic candidates were much more frequent than 
segments showing the audience protesting against government 
coalition politicians. 

The visual portrayal of audience reaction was also decisively 
influenced by the particular camera angle used, which, as the cam¬ 
eramen asserted, could increase or decrease the impression of the 
strength of the reaction. For example, one can show a whole ap¬ 
plauding audience or half of it, or smaller segments until small 
groups or individuals are singled out. The more persons shown, the 
more the shot distances the viewer, while the fewer shown in the 
picture, the more intense an impression it creates. 

According to Kepplinger, the Mainz results plainly show that 
both television systems presented approbation for coalition candi¬ 
dates substantially more often, through the use of medium-close 
and close-up shots, than for opposition candidates. 



'2'2 The Dual Climate of Opinion 

in Germany at the Polls: the Bundestag 
Election of1976, an American political scientist, David P. Conradt, 

reported to those Americans interested in politics that 

Union strategists . . . sought to make the spiral of silence work 
to the benefit of the Union in 1976. At the party’s convention in 
Hamburg in December 1973, [the] findings were presented to 
the party leaders. In 1974 simplified summaries of the spiral-of- 
silence concept were given to the party’s activists . . . Finally, 
the decision to begin the Union’s nationwide advertising and 
poster campaigns before those of the Social Democratic Party 
was also a result of the [spiral-of-silence] thesis, which, in 
operational terms, meant that the party had to become visible 
before the Social Democratic campaign could get into full 
swing. (Conradt 1978, 41) 

Struggle against the spiral of silence 

As a matter of fact, in 1976 the people at the grassroots acted 

differently than they had in 1972. There was no spiral of silence. 

Supporters of the Christian Democrats gave public evidence of 

their convictions, wore buttons, and fastened signs to their cars to 

no less a degree than the supporters of the Social Democrats. They 

argued where they could be heard and they canvassed for their 

cause. Five or six weeks after the election, when people were asked 

which party’s supporters had been most active in campaigning, 30 

percent named the Christian Democratic supporters and only 18 

percent the Social Democratic supporters. 

The “dual climate of opinion”—the climate the population 

perceives directly, in contrast to the climate as portrayed by the 

media—was strong enough in 1976 to prevent a bandwagon effect in 

the direction of the expected winner. This was probably the first 

time in a modern election campaign that any group has consciously 

fought the bandwagon effect. For months, the two political camps 

had run neck and neck in terms of their strength (figure 22). And 

they stayed neck and neck as the election results were being 

counted on the evening of 3 October 1976, until the Social Demo¬ 

cratic Party/Free Democratic Party managed to cross the finish a 

scant margin ahead. We need more experience before we can say 

whether the Christian Democratic Union might have won if the 
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Figure 22 

1976: The Dual Climate of Opinion 

Conscious struggle against the spiral of silence; in contrast to 1965 and 1972,there 

is no last-itiinute bandwagon effect favoring the expected winner of the election. 

Voting intention; CDU/CSU SPD or FDP ssgagagg 

Expectations; CDU/CSU will win SPD/FDP will win 

media climate had not been against it. The dual climate of opinion is 

a fascinating phenomenon. It is as exciting as an unusual weather 

situation or a distant vista; it is like the warm spring wind that occurs 

only once a year, a double rainbow, the northern lights, for it can 

only arise under very special circumstances. It only happens when 

the climate of opinion among the people and that dominant among 

media journalists diverge. From this observation, however, it is also 

possible to develop a worthwhile instrument. Whenever one stum¬ 

bles upon a divergence between opinions or intentions as they are 

actually expressed by the individuals and an assessment of how 

most people feel or—which is very much the same—who will win, it 

is worthwhile checking the hypothesis that the error in judgment 

was caused by the mass media. 

Pluralistic ignorance: the people misjudge the people 

The longer one has studied the question, the clearer it becomes 

that fathoming the effects of the mass media is very hard. These 

effects do not come into being as a result of a single stimulus; they 

are as a rule cumulative, following the principle that “water drip¬ 

ping constantly wears away stone.” Further discussions among 

people spread the media’s messages further, and before long no 

differenee can be perceived between the point of media reception 
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and points far removed from it. The media’s effects are predomi¬ 

nantly unconscious; people cannot provide an account of what has 

happened. Rather, they mix their own direct perceptions and the 

perceptions filtered through the eyes of the media into an indivisible 

whole that seems to derive from their own thoughts and experi¬ 

ences, as Walter Lippmann predicted. Most of these media effects 

occur indirectly, on the rebound, as it were, to the extent that the 

individual adopts the eyes of the media and acts accordingly. All of 

these conditions make it seem particularly necessary to find sys¬ 

tematic procedures for researching media effects.What American 

sociologists have called pluralistic ignorance a condition whereby 

the people have a mistaken idea about how most people feel, will 

serve as a kind of guide for tracking down the media’s effects. 

You may remember an observation reported in chapter 3 of 

this book. It had to do with a test that failed—a picture of several 

persons sitting together in a friendly way, and one person sitting 

apart, segregated, isolated. We were trying to find out whether 

respondents were conscious of the relationship between represent¬ 

ing a minority opinion and being isolated, so that they would 

implicitly assign a clear minority opinion to a person who appeared 

isolated. 

As a minority opinion we used in this test the view that mem¬ 

bers of the German Communist Party should be able to serve as 

judges. In April 1976, at the time of the test, only 18 percent of the 

population agreed with this statement while 60 percent opposed it. 

Only 2 percent imagined that the majority of the population fa¬ 

vored the measure, while 80 percent assumed that the majority was 

opposed. The test, as we said, did not work. An almost equal 

proportion of respondents saw the isolated person as either oppos¬ 

ing or as favoring Communist Party members as judges. Did this 

indicate a dual climate of opinion? Did some respondents attribute 

the minority opinion to the loner while others, who saw with the 

eyes of the media, attributed to this isolated figure the majority 

view that the media currently scorned as utterly conservative and 

incorrigibly antiliberal? 

22. Merton 1968; Fields and Schuman 1976; O’Gorman and Garry 1976; 

Taylor 1982; Katz 1981. 



23 The Articulation Function: 
Those Whose Point of View 
Is Not Represented by the 
Media Are Effectively Mute 

»Scientists tend to be very vulnerable peo¬ 

ple. When I saw for the first time the results of the train test asking 

whether members of the Communist Party should be allowed to be 

appointed as judges, I had to rub my eyes. It looked like a clear 

refutation of the spiral of silence. The supporters of the majority 

opinion, in full awareness that they were the majority, wanted to 

keep quiet. The supporters of the minority opinion were happy to 

enter into conversations to the tune of more than 50 percent (table 

25). 

The hard core 
Even the earliest tests of the spiral of silence, run in 1972, had 

shown that there were exceptions to the rule. An important part of 

the empirical examination of theories consists in determining where 

their boundaries lie, finding the conditions under which a theory is 

not confirmed and thus must be modified. Right from the first tests, 

we had found that the minority that followed Franz Josef Strauss in 

the early seventies was much happier to enter into conversation in 

the train test than the overwhelming majority of Strauss opponents 

(table 26) (Noelle-Neumann 1974/1979, 189-90). 

At that point, for the first time, we encountered the hard 

core—the minority that remains at the end of a spiral of silence 

process in defiance of the threats of isolation. The hard core is, in a 

certain sense, related to the avant-garde; it regards isolation as a 

price it must pay. Unlike the members of the avant-garde, a hard 

core can turn its back to the public, can close itself completely off 

when it finds itself in public with strangers, can encapsulate itself 

like a sect and orient itself to the past or to the most distant future. 

The other possibility is that the hard core simultaneously feels itself 

to be an avant-garde. We discern this from its willingness to speak 

up, a willingness that at least equals that of the avant-garde. A hard 

core that is counting on the future is encouraged by a condition 

which an American social psychologist, Gary I. Schulman (1968), 

has empirically demonstrated; the supporters of a majority opinion 

that becomes large enough will, with time, be unable to argue well 



The Articulation Function 171 

Table 25. The majority, knowing well that it is the majority, is 
effectively silenced. The minority, knowing well that it 
is a minority, is quite willing to talk. Does the majority 
lack arguments because the media have insufficiently 
formulated them? 

The majority: 
Persons who are against having 

members of the Communist Party 
appointed as judges and meet 

someone in a train compartment 
who— 

thinks differently shares their 
than they do view 

(%) (%) 

In a conversation during a train 

trip about appointing members 

of the Communist Party as 

judges— 

would willingly join in 27 25 

would not join in 57 67 

no opinion 16 8 

100 100 

N = 169 217 

The minority: 
Persons who are in favor of 

having members of the 
Communist Party appointed as 
judges and meet someone in a 

train compartment who— 

shares their thinks 
view differently 

(%) (%) 

In a conversation during a train 

trip about members of the 

Communist Party as judges— 

would willingly join in 52 52 

would not join in 40 42 

no opinion 8 6 

100 100 

N= 48 54 

Source: Allensbach Archives, survey 3028, April 1976 
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Table 26. At the end of a long spiral of silence process, a hard core 
remains that is willing to isolate itself by talking 

Question: “Suppose you had a five-hour train journey ahead of you, and 
someone in your compartment began to talk strongly in favor of (in every 
second interview, against) Franz Josef Strauss gaining more political in¬ 
fluence among us. Would you gladly hold a conversation with this person, 
or would you not think it worth your while?” 

1972 

Majority: Minority: 
Strauss opponents Strauss supporters 

(%) (%) 

Would gladly converse 35 49 

Would not think 

it worth my while 56 42 

No opinion 9 9 

100 100 

N = 1136 536 

Source: Allensbach Archives, surveys 2087/1-I-II, October/November 1972 

for it, since they no longer meet anyone who has a different opinion. 

Schulman found supporters of the viewpoint that one should brush 

one’s teeth daily completely lacking in assurance when they were 

suddenly confronted by someone with the contrary opinion. 

In any event, Strauss’s supporters were in no sense inclined to 

turn their backs to the public; they didn’t crawl into a hole or turn 

themselves into a sect; they certainly didn’t write off the possibility 

that they would win ground again in the near future. They were a 

hard core that saw themselves as an avant-garde, and, for this 

reason despite their representing a minority opinion, they were 

prepared to engage in direct conversation. 

If the mass media fail to provide them, there will be no words 

In the issue of allowing members of the Communist Party to 

become judges, however, something else was happening. Those 

who were in favor of allowing such appointments were no hard 

core, and the great majority of the opponents had not fallen asleep 

in their opposition. In fact, the fear that communism might gain 

ground was as strong as ever. If they kept quiet in the train test with 
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both fellow believers and opponents in strikingly large numbers, 

then it must have been for a reason that was not yet known. Could it 

be that words failed them because opposition to communists as 

judges had scarcely ever been articulated in the mass media, in 
particular on television? 

If we accept this hypothesis, we will have to add yet another 

item to the known ways in which the media work; the articulation 

function. The media provide people with the words and phrases 

they can use to defend a point of view. If people find no current, 

frequently repeated expressions for their point of view, they lapse 

into silence; they become effectively mute. 

In 1898, Gabriel Tarde wrote an essay titled “Le public et la 

foule” (The public and the crowd). We close our discussion of 

public opinion and the effects of the mass media with Tarde’s 

concluding reflections: 

A private telegram addressed to the editor-in-chief results in a 
sensational new story of intense immediacy, which will instan¬ 
taneously arouse crowds in all the great cities of the continent; 
from these dispersed crowds, in intimate though distant con¬ 
tact through their consciousness of their sumultaneity and their 
mutual action born of the news story, the newspaper will create 
an immense, abstract, and sovereign crowd, which it will name 
opinion. The newspaper has thus finished the age-old work 
that conversation began, that correspondence extended, but 
that always remained in a state of a sparse and scattered 
outline—the fusion of personal opinions into local opinions, 
and this into national and world opinion, the grandiose unifica¬ 
tion of the public mind. . . . This is an enormous power, one 
that can only increase, because the need to agree with the 
public of which one is a part, to think and act in agreement with 
opinion, becomes all the more strong and irresistible as the 
public becomes more numerous, the opinion more imposing, 
and the need itself more often satisfied. One should thus not be 
surprised to see our contemporaries so pliant before the wind 
of passing opinion, nor should one conclude from this that 
characters have necessarily weakened. When poplars and oaks 
are brought down by a storm, it is not because they grew 
weaker but because the wind grew stronger. (Tarde 1969, 318) 

What would Tarde have written during the age of television? 
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^^ßisabeth,” my friend said mockingly 

to her other guests, “now goes from door to door and asks: ‘Do you 

agree or do you disagree with Adenauer?’ ” 
It was in Munich, the winter of 1951/52, and I had ended up at 

this party of intellectuals merely by chance. “Do drop by,” she had 

said on the telephone. We had been school friends. When was the 

last time we had seen each other? It was in 1943 or 1944 on the 

Limonenstrasse in Berlin-Dahlem, by the botanical gardens, south¬ 

west of the city, on the approach path for the bombers that came in 

from the west. The house was collapsing; the walls were cracked; 

the room was half-empty; the furniture, rugs, and pictures were all 

stored away. 
Her question brought me back to the issue of research on 

public opinion: What on earth were such opinions worth? It could 

not be explained to this circle of literati, artists, and scholars, even if 

it had not already been so late, and they had not already drunk so 

much, and the room had not been so dark and full of smoke. 

Yes, it was precisely this question “Do you, by and large, agree 

with Adenauer’s policies or do you disagree with them?”—through 

which, in 1951,1 first encountered the force of that which I would 

gradually learn to understand as the public and public opinion. At 

that time, I regularly pretested our questionnaires in Allensbach 

before they were sent out to hundreds of interviewers through the 

whole of Germany. In fact, I had frequently interviewed the young 

wife of a railroad signalman with questions that repeated them¬ 

selves, and I knew her answers, I had already heard at least eight 

times that she did not agree with Adenauer. But acting conscien¬ 

tiously and strictly according to the rules—the whole interview had 

to be tested, and the length needed to be determined, too—I once 

again read to her: “Do you agree with Adenauer ... or do you 

disagree . . .?” “Agree,” she said. I tried to hide my surprise, since 

interviewers are not supposed to show surprise. Then, about four 

weeks later, the results of our new survey lay on my desk before me, 

and I saw that within one month, from November to December, the 

level of agreement with Adenauer in the Federal Republic had 

jumped 8 percentage points to a total of 31 percent, after long 

having remained stationary at 24 and 23 percent. From then on, it 
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continued to climb until 57 percent “agreed” during the parliamen¬ 

tary election year of 1953,“ “a tidal volume and sweep,” as Ross 

called it (1969,104). By what means had the wave of pressure in the 

Federal Republic reached this railroad signalman’s wife? And what 
was such an opinion worth? 

Destiny, not reason 

Vox populi—vox dei? If we trace this phrase backward in time, 

we find it being used as a maxim as early as 1329 (Boas 1969, 21; 

Gallacher 1945). In 798 a learned Anglo-Saxon, Alcuin, referred to 

it in a letter to Charlemagne, using it as if it were a common, 

well-known expression. It can ultimately be traced back to the 

eighth century before Christ with the prophet Isaiah, who pro¬ 

claimed; “Vox Populi de civitate vox de templo. Vox domini red- 

dentis retributionem inimicis suis.” “A voice of noise from the city, 

a voice from the temple, a voice of the Lord that rendereth recom¬ 

pense to his enemies.”“ 
Over the centuries, the pendulum had swung between disdain 

and something akin to reverence on the part of those who have 

evoked this formula. Hofstätter, in his Psychologie der off entliehen 

Meinung, thought that “equating the voice of the people to God’s 

voice is a blasphemy!” (1949, 96). The German Chancellor of the 

Reich, von Bethmann Hollweg (1856-1921), thought it might be 

more correctly stated as “Voice of the people—voice of cattle,” and 

with this he was merely copying what a pupil of Montaigne’s, Pierre 

Charron, suggested in 1601 as a more appropriate version: “Vox 

populi, vox stultorum” (Voice of the people—voice of stupidity). 

Charron drew his inspiration from Montaigne’s Essay Concerning 

Fame, in which the crowd’s inability to appreciate the character of 

great men and their towering achievements is discussed. 

Is it reason to make the life of a wise man depend on the 
judgment of fools? ... Is there anything more foolish than to 
think all together they are oughts, whom every single one you 
would set at noughts? Whosoever aims to please them has 
never done. . . . No art, no mildness of spirit might direct our 
steps to follow so straggling and disordered a guide. In this 

23. Neumann and Noelle 1961, 44-45; see also Institut für Demoskopie 

Allensbach, “Die Stimmung im Bundesgebiet” (chart), October 1952. 

24. The Vulgate, Isaiah 66:6 (Latin translation done by Hieronymus in the 

fourth century after Christ). English from the King James version. 
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breathy confusion of brutes, and frothy chaos of reports and of 
vulgar opinions, which still push us on, no good course can be 
established. Let us not propose so fleeing and so wavering an 
end unto ourselves. Let us constantly follow reason. And let 
the vulgar approbation follow us that way, if it please. (Cited in 
Boas 1969, 31-32) 

Alcuin writes in the same spirit in his note of 798 to Charlemagne: 

“Nor are those to be listened to who are accustomed to say, ‘The 

voice of the people is the voice of God. ’ For the clamor of the crowd 

[vulgi] is very close to madness” (ibid., 9). 

Thus do all those express themselves who, over the centuries 

and the millennia, translate “vox dei” as the “voice of reason” and 

who seek that reason in vain in the voice of the people, public 

opinion. 
But a second, completely different theme runs alongside this 

one. “A voice of noise from the city, a voice from the temple, a 

voice of the Lord that rendereth recompense to his enemies,” said 

the prophet Isaiah. About 700 B.C., Hesiod, though lacking the 

later words, described “public opinion” as a moral tribunal, as 

social control, and indicated that it could become destiny: “So do: 

and avoid the talk of men. For Talk is mischievous, light, and easily 

raised, but hard to bear and difficult to be rid of. Talk never wholly 

dies away when many people voice her: even Talk is in some ways 

divine” (Hesiod 1959, 59). 

The Roman philosopher Seneca was reverential: “Believe me, 

the people’s tongue is divine” {Controversae 1.1.10) and about a 

millennium and a half later, Machiavelli: “Not without reason is the 

voice of the people called the voice of God, for una opinione 

universale predicts events in such a wonderful manner that one 

might believe in a hidden power of prophecy” (cited in Bucher 

1887, 77). 

It is not reason that makes public opinion worth noticing, but 

precisely the reverse—the irrational element it contains, the ele¬ 

ment of the future, of destiny. Machiavelli once again: “Quale 

fama, o voce, o opinione fa, ehe il popolo comincia a favorire un 

cittadino?” “What fame, what voice, what movement of opinion 

brings it about that the people begin to turn toward a citizen?” 

(ibid.) 

“Voice of the people, voice of destiny” was Karl Steinbuch’s 

contribution to the interpretation, when he compared the results of 

a question Allensbach asked annually toward the end of the year 

with the gross national product for the following year. The question 
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Figure 23 

Hopes Before the Beginning of a New Year Precede Economic Development 
. A; Growth rate of the real gross national product 

^ B; Percentage who, when asked in the preceding Oeceriiber, "Is it with hopes or with 

3- * I I I .30 
1958 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 6 7 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 

Source: Karl Steinbuch, "Concerning the Robustness of Predictions,” lecture at the annual conference of the Deutsche 
Verkehrsuissenschaftliche Gesellschaft e.V. in Hauiburq on July 14. 1979. 

reads: “Do you look forward to the coming year with hopes or with 

fears?” The high or low level of hopes at the end of the year did not 

correspond to greater or less economic growth during that year; 

instead, it correlated with the economic development of the/o//ow- 

ing year (figure 23). 

Hegel moves between the two camps “Voice of the people, 

voice of cattle” and “The people’s tongue is divine” in his reflec¬ 

tions on public opinion. 

Public opinion, therefore, deserves to be as much respected as 
despised, the latter for its concrete consciousness and expres¬ 
sion, the former for its essential basis, which shines rather 
dimly in that concrete expression. Since public opinion, in 
itself, neither has a criterion of discrimination, nor the ability 
to turn the substantive aspect into precise knowledge, being 
independent of it is the first formal condition of achieving 
anything great and rational—in life as in science. Great 
achievement can be assured that public opinion will, in due 
course, accept it, recognize it, and make of it one of its own 
prejudices. Corollary: Public opinion contains everything that 
is false and everything that is true, but it is only the great man 
who can find the truth in it. He who is able to express what his 
times are saying and to carry out what they want is the great 
man of the times. He does what is intrinsic and essential to the 
times; he embodies them—and anyone who does not know 
how to despise public opinion, as he may hear it here and there, 
will never rise to greatness. (Hegel 1970, 485-86, § 318) 
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Toward the end of the eighteenth century, Wieland made the 

expression “public opinion” popular in German. In the ninth of his 

“Confidential Conversations,” “Concerning Public Opinion” 

(1794), the two participants conclude their dialogue thus: 

Egbert; Every declaration of reason has the strength of a law 

and does not need first to become public opinion. 

Sinibald: Please say rather, should have the strength of a law 

and surely will attain it as soon as it is proclaimed as the 

opinion of the majority. 
Egbert; That will be something for the nineteenth century to 

determine. 

Lothar Bucher, who cites this dialog of Wieland’s, closes his essay 

with the words: “Sinibald and Egbert consider at length how reason 

and public opinion behave toward one another, adjourning the 

decision to the nineteenth century; let us leave it to the twentieth 

century to conclude this discussion” (Bucher 1887, 80). Shall we 

now carry it over to the twenty-first? 

Operational definitions for empirical investigations 

of public opinion 

When one reflects on how much effort over how long a period 

of time has been spent on defining public opinion, it becomes 

necessary to explain why in the present book I have purposely kept 

the supply of definitions meager. Harwood Childs provided more 

than fifty definitions, including some confusing descriptions of char¬ 

acteristics, forms, origins, functions, and innumerable categories of 

content. The superabundance and the density of his definitions 

moved me to seek a new beginning; an economical definitional 

statement that, in contrast to the arsenal of definitions that so 

discourages us in Childs’s work, allows empirical analysis. I sought 

an operational definition. One should be able to lay out investiga¬ 

tions with it and use it to derive testable propositions. That goal has 

led me to offer the following: “Public opinions are attitudes or 

behaviors one must express in public if one is not to isolate oneself; 

in areas of controversy or change, public opinions are those atti¬ 

tudes one can express without running the danger of isolating 

oneself.” This definition can be tested with the methods of repre¬ 

sentative survey research and representatively distributed observa¬ 

tions. Are all injunctions, morals, and traditions of our time so 
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shaken that public opinion in this sense does not exist any longer, 

that people can say or do anything without isolating themselves? 

We argued about this in a seminar at the University of Mainz. One 

of the participants in the seminar said that all you need do is go to a 

funeral in a red suit and you will be taught that public opinion in this 

sense still exists today. One can also describe opinions and ways of 

behaving in a survey interview and then ask which of these opinions 

and ways of behaving would be so disturbing to you that you would 

not want to live in the same house with someone who engaged in 

them, or meet him or her at a party, or work in the same place. 

There is still a large number of attitudes and behaviors that can 
isolate a person, as this test shows. 

A second definition that provides a starting point for empirical 

work from which testable propositions can be derived goes as 

follows: “Public opinion is an understanding on the part of people 

in an ongoing community concerning some affect- or value-laden 

question which individuals as well as governments have to respect at 

least by compromise in their overt behavior under the threat of 

being excluded or losing one’s standing in society.” This second 

definition emphasizes the correlate of the fear of isolation: social 
agreement. 

From either of these definitions, propositions can be derived 

concerning the significance of talking or keeping quiet, and con¬ 

cerning the intuitive statistical human ability to observe people and 

the language of cues that belongs to that ability—a language yet to 

be decoded systematically, although we already understand it in¬ 

tuitively. It is possible to theorize about how this quasistatistical, 

unconscious frequency-registering organ atrophies in periods of 

stability and becomes highly alert in periods of instability and 

change; or how the threat of isolation increases in intensity with the 

danger a society experiences in holding its own. Propositions can be 

derived concerning the effects of the mass media, how publicity is 

given or held back, how arguments are put into words or left 

unformed, so that the vocabulary that can spread an issue and bring 

it to the agenda of public discussion will be lacking. Propositions 

can be derived concerning the two sources of public opinion and 

how a dual climate of opinion can result from them. On the basis of 

these definitions it is possible to develop instruments—in particu¬ 

lar, survey questions—to measure the amount of isolation con¬ 

nected with a certain position or behavior, the degree of affect, the 
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extent of agreement and rejection; to measure signals of the public 

readiness to admit viewpoints or to be silent; and to measure the 

indices of polarization. 

The emperor’s new clothes. Public opinion is bound 

to a particular place and to a particular time 
When, in the first half of this century, the thicket of definitions 

for public opinion became too impenetrable, voices multiplied 

calling for the concept to be abandoned because it had outlived its 

usefulness. After such demands, nothing happened. Despite all its 

lack of clarity, the concept received more rather than less use. This 

was the surprised conclusion W. Phillips Davison reached in his 

article on public opinion in the 1968 International Encyclopedia of 

the Social Sciences. 
In December 1965, I began my inaugural lecture at the Uni¬ 

versity of Mainz with these words; 

Public opinion: in some mysterious way, this concept has re¬ 
tained its excitement. At the same time, it has been the fate of 
writers or scholars who dared to take up the subject to dis¬ 
appoint their audiences. When they prove that there is no such 
thing as “public opinion,” that we are dealing with a fiction, 
they are not convincing. “The concept simply refuses to die,” 
Dovifat lamented. . . . 

What does this stubbornness with which the concept hangs 
on mean? Why this sense of disappointment when one has tried 
to analyze its definitions? It means that the concept of public 
opinion reflects a reality that these conceptual efforts have not 
yet been able to capture. (Noelle 1966, 3) 

Reflects a reality—that does not help us at all; we must determine 

this reality. Then, suddenly, we see that traces of this reality are 

spread throughout the language, among simple words, words with¬ 

out sense unless we take increasing account of the sensitivity of our 

social skin, unless we temporarily repress our ego ideal, the reason¬ 

able person we believe ourself to be. What are some of these words? 

To lose face; publicity as the sphere in which one can lose face, 

make a fool of oneself, commit a faux pas; to find something 

embarrassing; to slander someone; to brand someone. Unless we 

face this reality, how can we understand what the poet Max Frisch 

meant by the formula he used in his opening address at the Frank¬ 

furt Book Fair: “Publicity—it’s loneliness turned inside out”? 

(Frisch 1976, 56). There is the individual, and there are the many in 
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their invisible cloak of anonymity who pass judgment on him—this 

is what Rousseau described and called public opinion. 

We must come to grips with this reality of public opinion, this 

creation that is tied to a space, tied to a time. Otherwise we shall 

deceive ourselves into supposing that we would not have kept quiet 

like everyone else around when the emperor entered in his new 

clothes. The Andersen fairy tale is about public opinion dominating 

a scene, reigning at a certain place. If a stranger had happened to 

enter, he could scarcely have contained his surprise. 

And there is this matter of time. As those who have come later, 

we shall judge as unjustly and as ignorantly as people in the Middle 

Ages judged on the causes of sickness. We shall make judgments 

about words and acts of the past as if they had been spoken or had 

occurred in our times, but, in doing so, we shall become ignora¬ 

muses who know nothing about the fervor of an age. In Sweden, a 

press agent for the Ministry of Culture said: “We wish to have the 

school system look like a well-cut lawn. We do not want to have an 

isolated flower sticking up here and there; rather everything should 

be a single well-mown lawn” {Die Welt, 12 October 1979, 6j. That is 

the Zeitgeist boiled down to a formula, as Lippmann de.scribed it. 

He also described how, later, formulas crumble and then become 

incomprehensible to those who follow. Even that sentence about 

the well-mown lawn may someday appear incomprehensible. 

To sharpen one’s feelings for the times and, simultaneously, 

one’s understanding of public opinion would be a goal worth 

reaching and training for. What does it mean to be a “contempo¬ 

rary”? What does “timelessness” mean? Why did Hegel urgently 

point to the element of time: “He who is able to express what his 

times are saying and to carry out what they want is the great man of 

the time”? We should understand what the German author Kurt 

Tucholsky described when he said: “Nothing is harder and nothing 

requires more character than to find oneself in open conflict with 

one’s time and loudly to say ‘no’ ” fl975, 67); and what Jonathan 

Swift caricaturized in 1706 when he wrote: “Reflect on Things past, 

as Wars, Negotiations, Factions, and the like; we enter so little into 

those Interests, that we wonder how Men could possibly be so busy, 

and concerned for Things so transitory: Look on the present Times, 

we find the same Humour, yet wonder not at all. ... No Preacher is 

listened to, but Time; which gives us the same Train and Turn of 

Thought, that elder People have tried in vain to put into our Heads 

before” (Swift 1965, 241). 
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In October 1979, when a statement of the Nobel prize winner 

Mother Teresa immediately became world famous, I asked myself 

whether our times had begun to perceive and respect the sensitive 

social nature of mankind. The statement ran: “The worst sickness is 

not leprosy or tuberculosis, but the feeling of being respected by no 

one, of being unloved, deserted by everyone.” Perhaps a short time 

from now people will not be able to understand why such a self- 

evident statement could have aroused such attention. 

Two meanings of social skin 
To be despised, to be expelled—that is the leper’s curse. A 

person can be a leper in many ways—physically, in emotional 

relations with other persons, and socially. As we better understand 

public opinion, we better understand the social nature of human 

beings. We cannot insist that those who fear becoming social lepers 

should resist all pressures toward conformity, all invitations to go 

along with the crowd. Perhaps, instead, we could ask with Marie 
Jahoda (1959), a social psychologist, just how independent a person 

should be? Really, how independent do we want good citizens to 

be? Would it be best for society if people were not in the least 

concerned about the judgments of others? Jahoda questions 

whether we can consider a radical nonconformist who behaves with 

complete independence normal at all. Should we suppose that such 

a person is mentally ill? She goes so far as to indicate that only after 

such a person has shown an ability to conform can independent, 

nonconforming behavior be recognized as a civic virtue. Nor should 

one simply condemn a society as intolerant or illiberal when it 

threatens the deviant individual with isolation to protect the value 

of its mutually held convictions. 

“Public Opinion—Our Social Skin” characterizes both of these 

aspects. On the one hand it refers to our society, which public 

opinion protects like a skin, holding it together. On the other hand 

it refers to individuals, for they who suffer at the hands of public 

opinion suffer from the sensitivities of their social skin. Did not 

Rousseau, who introduced the concept of public opinion into mod¬ 

ern language, in fact express what was most important about it 

when he described it as the enemy of the individual and the protec¬ 
tor of society? 
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1 do not gladly bid my readers goodbye. I 
hope to meet them again once the relations between public opinion 

and politics, public opinion and the economy, public opinion and 

art, science and religion are investigated, and when it has been 

shown that the way public opinion has been described in this book 

leads to a better understanding than before, allowing both diagnosis 
and prediction. 

Much of what has for so long accompanied me belongs to me 

no longer. I used to think of myself, in relation to my subject, as a 

solitary stroller in a park. Nevertheless, I was really not solitary. 

Among those who have helped me I want to thank above all 

Helmtrud Seaton in the Allensbach Institute, who discharged 

simultaneously the tasks of scientific assistant and secretary; I do 

not believe that I could have written the book without her. 

Many colleagues from the Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach 

have helped me, often with genuine enthusiasm, even when my 

requests came in the middle of the obligatory program of contract 

research and involved what seemed to be ludicrous questionnaire 

requests or tabulations—in connection with the train test, for exam¬ 

ple. As one who was particularly involved in the work, I want to 

mention the staff member responsible for the archives of the Insti¬ 

tute, Werner Süsslin, and, functioning simultaneously as the reader 

for French texts and a stimulating commentator, Gertrud Vallon. 

I have also received assistance at the Institut für Publizistik of 

the Johannes Gutenberg University of Mainz: from master’s theses 

by Christine Gerber on Rousseau, Angelika Tischer nee Balven on 

Tocqueville, and Dieter Petzolt on “the public eye as conscious¬ 

ness,” of which the sections on Luther were of particular impor¬ 

tance to me. At the University of Chicago, Frank Rusciano’s mas¬ 

ter’s thesis on Machiavelli has been helpful. 

I would like to thank Professor Jean Stoetzel of the University 

of Paris V —Rene Descartes for having provided me with his 

unpublished notes for a lecture on public opinion and for having put 

me in touch with his Ph.D. candidate Colette Ganochaud, who was 

writing her dissertation about Rousseau’s concept of public 

opinion. 
I would like to thank my eolleague in Mainz, Hans Mathias 

Kepplinger, for his equanimity in discussing my topic and the 
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Stimulation he always provided. And I thank Imogen Seger- 
Coulborn, who was the only one to read the manuscript chapter by 
chapter as it was written; I hope this demonstrates how highly I 
value her critical commentary. She has had my interest in public 
opinion in mind for many years while conducting her own research 
in the social sciences and has sent me many messages on the subject. 
In thanking her I also thank the many friends and colleagues who 
have helped me by pointing out sources. Imogen’s notes often were 
quite brief but always contained a meticulous reference, for exam¬ 
ple: Henry David Thoreau in his journal of 1840, when he was 
twenty-three. And Thoreau’s entry: “It is always easy to break the 
law but even the bedouins in the desert find it impossible to resist 
public opinion.” 

At the turn of the year 1979-80 E.N.N. 
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