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I. What is Public Opinion? 



Walter Lippman – 
“pictures in our 
heads” 
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The limited and subjective nature of opinions held  
by individuals. Most individuals cannot act in the  
common interest on  
questions of  
public policy,  
because they  
neither have the  
time nor the  
information to  
act wisely. 
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Citizens should allow policymakers great 
leeway because they can never be as 
knowledgeable as their leaders.  
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II. Dewey’s “Publics and Issues”  



1. There is no 
“public 
opinion,” just 
“publics with 
opinions.” 
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2. True “public 
opinions” are 
things of great 
importance to 
society as a 
whole. 
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3. Not every 
person has an 
opinion on 
every issue. 
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III. Attributes of Public Opinion 
  Three main attributes: 
 



1. Attitudes – 
general 
orientations 
that individuals 
have toward 
life. 
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2. Beliefs – 
conscious 
feelings toward 
issues. More 
defined and 
intense than 
attitudes. 
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3. Values – 
priorities that 
individuals 
place on 
something 
desirable and 
worthy. 
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IV. Political 
Characteristics 

of Public 
Opinion 



1. Partisan 
Affiliation –  

 
The political 
party one 
identifies with. 
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2. Political Efficacy 
– degree to 
which members 
of the public feel 
that they can 
have an effect or 
influence their 
government.  
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3. Political Trust 
– degree to 
which citizens 
trust the 
government or 
believe it to be 
legitimate.  
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4. Tolerance – extent to which individuals are 
willing to allow distasteful opinions or ideas to 
be discussed, published, or propagated.  
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V. Sources of 
Public Opinion 
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1. Primary and Secondary Groups 
 a. Primary – groups in which 
members interact on a face-to-face basis 
as individuals (i.e. family, clubs, softball 
team).  
 b. Secondary – members need not 
interact on a regular basis (i.e. AFL-CIO, 
AARP, NAACP, NOW). 



2. Opinion 
Leaders – 
public officials, 
religious 
leaders, 
business 
people. 
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3. Institutional 
Influences – 
family, 
educational 
system, 
church, 
workplace. 
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4. Culture – the 
system of 
attitudes, 
values, and 
knowledge that 
is widely shared 
within a society 
and transmitted 
from generation 
to generation.  
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VI. Effects of the 
Media on Public 

Opinion 



1. Diffusion of 
Information – 
the 1st 
Amendment to 
the Constitution 
has protected 
free expression 
(from the 
government 
anyway).  
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2. Media Influence? – “easily  overrated” says 
Heineman. They play a “reinforcing role” by 
supplementing attitudes and beliefs already 
held. Media decisions about what not to cover 
possibly more important.  
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VII. Formal 
Channels for 

Public Opinion 



1. Referendum – 
provides for 
popular votes 
on a particular 
issue. 
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2. Initiative – 
allows groups 
to propose 
legislation 
through the 
electoral 
process.  
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3. Recall – 
enables voters 
to remove 
elected 
officials. 
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Skinner and 
Behavioral 

Conditioning 
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A theory of human nature which is 
psychologically based and focused on 
behavior. 
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Behaviorism – The psychological school, 
concentrating on overt behavior, which 
influenced behavioralism in political science. 
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Behavioralism – The contemporary school, 
perhaps the dominant one in political science, 
which argues that political analysis should 
begin with the behavior of political actors. 
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Where should we focus? 
 1. Behavior – J.B. Watson; B.F. Skinner 
 2. Consciousness and unconscious – Freud  
 3. Environment, not heredity (Nurture over 

nature, learned behavior over innate behavior. 
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I. Background 
and Theoretical 
Assumptions 



1. Only science 
can tell us about 
nature, including 
human nature. 
Science should 
be used to 
predict and 
control the 
world.  
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2. Science shows 
cumulative 
progress (not 
according to 
Kuhn! 
Remember 
paradigms?) 
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3. There is no 
basis in science 
for any sort of 
belief, including 
God or religion. 
These are just 
social 
institutions used 
to manipulate 
human behavior. 
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4. “Scientism” – 
not a specific 
theory itself, 
but a 
controversial 
philosophical 
view.  
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II. Theory of 
Human Nature 



1. The empirical, 
scientific study 
of human 
behavior is the 
only way to 
arrive at a true 
theory of 
human nature.  
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2. Skinner rejects explanations connected to 
“inner mental entities.” This includes: 

  a. Concepts such as beliefs, desires, 
 emotions, intentions or decisions. 

  b. Theoretical constructs such as id, ego, 
 and superego. 



3. Genetic factors 
may have some 
relevance, but 
are essentially 
useless as 
explanatory 
factors since 
they cannot be 
used in 
experiments.  
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4. Thus, human nature is governed by scientific 
laws that are based primarily on environmental 
factors: “Our ‘independent variables’ – the 
causes of behavior – are the external conditions 
of which behavior is a function.” 
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III. Diagnosis 
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1. Current social (political?) practices are based 
on theoretical confusion which contributes to 
“the unhappy condition of the world.” We 
believe we are free agents (thus able to control 
our behavior) but we’re not. We are actually 
“controlled” (by our environmental 
circumstances).  
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2. Skinner’s “universal determinism” 
(every event, including human choices 
has a set of sufficient preceding causes).  



PUBLIC OPINION, THE MASS MEDIA, AND 
B.F. SKINNER 

 
IV. Prescription 



1. Simple! We 
should “change 
the social 
environment 
deliberately so 
that the human 
product will 
meet more 
acceptable 
specifications.” 
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2. How? First, give 
up the “illusion” 
of human 
freedom and 
create a happier 
life by 
conditioning 
everyone’s 
behavior in 
appropriate 
ways.  

PUBLIC OPINION, THE MASS MEDIA, AND 
B.F. SKINNER 



PUBLIC OPINION, THE MASS MEDIA, AND 
B.F. SKINNER 

3. Next, rely on education and positive 
inducements (“reinforcement”).  
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V. Critical 
Discussion 
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1. Similar objections in Plato: who will decide what 
is “appropriate”? 



2. Designing 
cultures”?? 
“the human 
product”?? 

Hmmmmm…… 
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3. Is individual freedom really a myth? 
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4. Kant’s critique: there are deep problems 
(factual, conceptual, ethical) with using a 
purely scientific approach to studying 
people.  
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