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Walter Lippmann’s Theory of Public Opinion Formation

Throughout the 1930s many other members of the social elite, especially those major at universities,
shared Lasswell’s vision of a benevolent, social science-led technocracy. They believed that together
physical and social science held the keys to fighting totalitarianism and preserving democracy. As
such, Lasswell’s work commanded the attention of leading academics and opinion leaders, including
one of the most powerful opinion makers of the time—Walter Lippmann, a nationally syndicated
columnist for the New York Times.

Lippmann shared Lasswell’s skepticism about the ability of average people to make sense of their
social world and to make rational decisions about their actions. In Public Opinion (1922), he pointed
out the discrepancies that necessarily exist between “the world outside and the pictures in our heads.”
Because these discrepancies were inevitable, Lippmann doubted that average people could govern
themselves as classic democratic theory assumed. The world of the 1930s was an especially complex
place, and the political forces were very dangerous. People simply couldn’t learn enough from media
to help them understand it all. He described citizens in his 1925 book, The Phantom Public, as a
“bewildered herd” of “ignorant and meddlesome outsiders” who should be sidelined as “interested
spectators of action” and no more (as cited in Marshall, 2013). Even if journalists took their
responsibility seriously, they couldn’t overcome psychological and social barriers that prevented
average people' from developing useful pictures in their heads. Political essayist Eric Alterman (2008)
quoted and summarized Lippmann’s position, arguing that the famous columnist saw the average
American as “a deaf spectator sitting in the back row. He does not know what is happening, why it is
happening and what ought to happen. ‘He lives in a world he cannot see, does not understand and is
unable to direct.”” Journalism, with its inclination towards sensationalism, “made things worse.
Governance was better left to a ‘specialized class of men’ with inside information. No one expects a
steel-worker to understand physics, so why should he be expected to understand politics” (p.10)?

These ideas raised serious questions about the viability of democracy and the role of a free press.
What do you do in a democracy if you can’t trust the people to cast informed votes? What good is a
free press if it is impossible to effectively transmit enough of the most vital forms of information to
the public? What can you do if people are so traumatized by dealing with everyday problems that
they have no time to think about and develop a deeper understanding of global issues? The fact that
Lippmann made his living working as a newspaper columnist lent credibility to his pessimism. In:
advancing these arguments, he directly contradicted the libertarian assumptions (free speech and free
press) that were the intellectual foundation of the American media system.
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Like Lasswell, Lippmann believed that propaganda posed such a severe challenge that drastic%
changes in our political system were required. The public was vulnerable to propaganda, so some

mechanism or agency was needed to protect them from it. A benign but enormously potent form of
media control was necessary. Media self-censorship most likely wouldn’t be sufficient. Lippmann ';
shared Lasswell’s conclusion that the best solution to these problems was supposed to place control
of information gathering and distribution in the hands of a benevolent technocracy—a scientific
elite—who could be trusted to use scientific methods to sort fact from fiction and make good
decisions about who should receive various messages. To accomplish this, Lippmann proposed the
establishment of a quasi-governmental intelligence bureau that would carefully evaluate information
and supply it to the other elites for decision-making. This bureau could also determine which
information should be transmitted through the mass media and which information people were better
off not knowing. He believed that these social engineers and social scientists, by enforcing
“intelligence and information control,” would be able to “provide the modern state with a foundation
upon which a new stability might be realized” (as cited in Marshall, 2013) Though this agency was
never created, the notion that government should act as a gatekeeper for problematic information did
gain broad acceptance among American elites during WWII and the Cold War, continuing through
the Vietnam War and into the many contemporary military actions (Mathis-Lilly, 2018; Nordland,
Ngu, & Abed, 2018). An obvious example is the way the federal government carefully controlled
information about atomic weapons and atomic energy so that adverse public reactions were
minimized throughout the Cold War (Davies, 1997).

(Mass Communication Theory: foundations, ferment, and future. Stanley J. Baran, Dennis K. Davis.
8th ed. New York: Oxford University Press. 2021. p.53-55)
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News media can increase the salience of climate change by relating its effects (for example,

an increase in extreme weather events such as wildfires, drought, and hurricanes) to human causes.
Put succinctly by political scientist Bernard Cohen in 1963, the press “may not be successful

much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers

what to think about” (Cohen 1963). Consistent with Cohen’s postulate, after surveying potential voters

in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, journalism scholars Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw (1972)

found that the media’s agenda setting, or how frequently and to what degree an outlet features an issue,

was powerfully correlated (+0.967) to what voters considered to be a campaign’s most salient issues.

Two decades later, John Kingdon (1995) argued that highly salient issues are more likely to be

discussed and prioritized by governmental institutions. Significantly, issues that are prominently
featured in the news factor more highly in voter decisions about political candidates (Iyengar and
Kinder 2010). Subsequent research that included media coverage of climate change found that
mainstream media also can influence agenda setting when filtered through social media, an effect that
was strongest among those with low levels of political interest (Feezell 2017).

To put this communication theory simply, agenda setting focuses the public’s attention on

certain issues in consequential ways.

The challenge to be addressed:

Although 65 percent of American adults are worried about global warming, the Yale
Program on Climate Change Communication found that only 33 percent of American adults hear about
climate change in the news about once a week or more; the other 67 percent hear about climate change
once a month or less often (Marlon et al. 2022).

In June 2022, Gallup data indicated that Americans are not prioritizing climate change as an
issue. When asked, “What do you think is the most important problem facing the country today?” 2

percent answered, “Environment/Pollution/Climate change™ (Gallup 2022).

i B8 : American Academy of Arts & Sciences. (2023, March 7). Proven Principles of Effective
Climate Change Communication.

https://www.amacad.org/sites/default/files/publication/downloads/Climate-Communication-

Principles White-Paper.pdf
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Wie stark kénnen Soziale Medien Wahlen beeinflussen?

Am 23. Februar 2025 wird in Deutschland der Bundestag neu gewihlt. Fiir den Tech- |
Multimilliardar und Trump-Vertrauten Elon Musk ist klar, wer die Parlamentswahl gewinnen
sollte: Die AfD, die vom deutschen Verfassungsschutz in Teilen als gesichert rechtsextrem |
eingestuft wird. Nur die AfD kénne Deutschland retten, schrieb Muskauf der ihm
gehorenden Internetplattform X, AfD-Chefin Alice Weidel bot er dort die Gelegenheit fiir
ein gemeinsames Gesprich. In den deutschen Sozialen Medien gilt die AfD als die agilste
Partei, vor allem auf der chinesischen Social-Media-Plattform TikTok. Videos mit AfD-

Positionen werden dort von hunderttausenden Menschen geschaut.

Laut Politik- und Kommunikationsberater Johannes Hillje wurde jedes Video der AfD-
Bundestagsfraktion in den Jahren 2022 und 2023 durchschnittlich mehr als 430.000 Mal
aufgerufen. Zum Vergleich: Den zweitbesten Wert erzielte die konservative CDU/CSU-
Fraktion— mit durchschnittlich rund 90.00 Aufrufen.

Begiinstigen Soziale Medien rechte Parteien?

Nein, sagt Andreas Jungherr, Professor fiir Politikwissenschaft und Digitale Transformation
an der Otto-Friedrich-Universitit in Bamberg. "Die AfD war schon sehr frith in den
Sozialen Medien dabei." Sie habe gelernt, welche Ansprache dort funktioniere. Das sei ein
klarer Vorteil fiir die Reichweite ~ doch die alleine sichere noch keinen Wahlerfolg, so

Jungherr.  Deutlich  werde das etwa an  der Kampagne der US-

Prisidentschaftskandidatin Kamala Harris, die groflen Erfolg in den Sozialen Medien hatte, '

Fiir den Einzug ins Weifle Haus reichte das aber bekanntermaflen nicht .

H#8 : Deustche Welle 2025 28 1 B 10 H & Y fiol:
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