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constant lip-service rendered to a virtue not intended to be
practised, Europeans naturally assume that things are in the
United States several shades darker than they are painted,
and interpret frankness as cynicism. Were American politics
judged by the actual and not the conventional  standard of
England, the contrast between the demerits of the politicians
and the merits of the people would be less striking.

PART 1V

PUBLIC OPINION
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CHAPTER LXXVI

THE NATURE OF PUBLIC OPINION

I no country is public opinion so powerful as in the United
States: in no country can it be so well studied. Before I pro-
ceed to describe how it works upon the government of the
nation and the States, it may be proper to consider briefly how
it is formed, and what is the nature of the influence which it
everywhere exercises upon government.

What do we mean by public opinion? The difficulties
which occur in discussing its action mostly arise from con-
founding opinion itself with the organs whence people try to
gather it, and from using the term to denote, sometimes every-
body’s views, —that is, the aggregate of all that is thought
and said on a subject, —sometimes merely the views of the
majority, the particular type of thought and speech which
prevails over other types.

The simplest form in which public opinion presents itself is
when a sentiment spontaneously rises in the mind and flows
from the lips of the average man upon his seeing or hearing
something done or said. Homer presents this with his usual
vivid directness in the line which frequently recurs in the Iliad
when the effect produced by a speech or event is to be con-
veyed: “And thus any onme was saying as he looked at his
neighbour.” This phrase deseribes what may be called the
rudimentary stage of opinion. It is the prevalent impression
of the moment. It is what any man (not every man) says,
i.e. it is the natural and the general thought or wish which an
occurrence evokes. But before opinion begins to tell upon
government, it has to go through several other stages. These
stages are various in different ages and countries. Let us try
to note what they are in England or America at the present
time, and how each stage grows out of the other.
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A business man reads in his newspaper at breakfast the
events of the preceding day. He reads that Prince Bismarck
has announced a policy of protection for German industry, or
that Mr. Henry George has been nominated for the mayoralty
of New York. These statements arouse in his mind sentiments
of approval or disapproval, which may be: strong or weak
according to his previous predilection for or against protec-
tion or Mr. Henry George, and of course according to his per-
sonal interest in the matter. They rouse also an expectation
of certain consequences likely to follow. Neither the senti-
ment nor the expectation is based on processes of conscious
reasoning — our business man has not time to reason at break-
fast— they are merely impressions formed on the spur of the
moment. He turns to the leading article in the newspaper,
and his sentiments and expectations -are confirmed or weak-
ened according as he finds that they are or are not shared by
the newspaper writer. He goes down to his office in the train,
talks there to two or three acquaintances, and perceives that
they agree or do not agree with his own still faint impressions.
In his counting-house he finds his partner and a bundle of
other newspapers which he glances at; their words further
affect him, and thus by the afternoon his mind is beginning to

settle down into a definite view, which approves or condemns
Prince Bismarck’s declaration or the nomination of Mr. George.
Meanwhile a similar process has been going on in the minds
of others, and particularly of the journalists, whose business
it is to discover what people are thinking. The evening paper
has collected the opinions of the morning papers, and is rather
more positive in its forecast of results. Next day the leading
journals have articles still more definite and positive in ap-
proval or condemnation and in prediction of consequences to
follow; and the opinion of ordinary minds, hitherto fluid and
undetermined, has begun to erystallize into a solid mass.

This is the second stage. Then debate and eontroversy begin.

The men and the newspapers who approve Mr. George’s nomi-

nation argue with those who do not; they find out who are

friends and who opponents. The effect of controversy is to
drive the partisans on either side from some of their argu-
ments, which are shown to be weak; to confirm them in

others, which they think strong; and to make them take up a
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deﬁmte‘position on one side. This is the third stage. The
fgt;lrth 18 reached when action becomes necessary. V;Then a
citizen has to give a vote, he votes as a member of a party;
his party prepossessions and party allegiance lay hold on him,
and generally stifle any doubts or repulsions he may feel,
Bringing men up to the polls is like passing a steam mIHer‘
over stones newly laid on a road: the angularities ave pressed
dpwn, and an appearance of smooth and even uniformity is
given which did not exist before. When a man has x;éted) he
1s committed: he has thereafter an interest in backin ’th
view wl}ich he has sought to make prevail. l\IoreoveI‘go ine
ion, which may have been manifold till the polling, is 51;11};1‘3:
af_ter generally twofold only. There is a view vnihlich b
triumphed and a view which has been vanquished. R
In examining the process by which opinion is formed, we
cannot fail to note how small a part of the view whir'lh, the
average man entertains when he goes to vote is really :3f }Pli[SJ
own making. His original impression was faint and perhaps
shapeless : its present definiteness and strength are mai}fﬂ dp
to’what he has heard and read. He has %een told wh);t l;@
tl_unle:, and u‘-'hy to think it. Arguments have been supplied t'g
hl}n from without, and controversy has imbedded theﬁ 1'11L1 i
mind.  Although he supposes his view to be his own, he 11011112
it ra.tl}er because: his acquaintances, his newspapers, }his part‘
eaders all hold it. His acquaintances do the like. Each m 4
believes and repeats certain phrases, because he thinks &} &l'é
Egﬁgbody ellse on his own side believes them, and of whaLt e’:;lh
oelleves only a small part is his own original i o
Iar_larger part being the result of the egril?;]ilzlqli;n; zzsglg ’tth?
action and reaction of the impressions of a multitude of | 1113:
Vld}la-l.%‘., in which the element of pure personal convicti bm'( a
on individual thinking, is but small. i
paﬁxir;];ﬂ Sn;ai ii ff t;ouﬁfse Igeedl‘sposedlto see things in some one
g r revious education, habits i
Effsp;zds doglm.ast, religious or social a,ﬂiniti,esl,rﬂ);‘z;or?sf onfuﬁ?s;
rsonal interest. No event, no speech i :
fz;lls upon a perfcctl‘}f virgin soil : thepreadel?roirfiftlzileive'l
always more or less biassed already. When some i e
event happens, which calls for the S

hay ormation of a view, th
re-existing habi as iti stiFiig the
P g habits, dogmas, affinities, help to determine the
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impression which each man experiences, and so far are factors
in the view he forms. But they operate chiefly in determining
the first impression, and they operate over many minds at once.
They do not produce variety and independence: they are soon
overlaid by the influences which each man derives from his
fellows, from his leaders, from the press.

Orthodox democratic theory assumes that every citizen has,
or ought to have, thought out for himself certain opinions, i.e.
ought to have a definite view, defensible by arguments, of what
the country needs, of what principles ought to be applied in
governing it, of the men to whose hands the government ought
to be entrusted. There are persons who talk, though certainly
very few who act, as if they believed this theory, which may be
compared to the theory of some ultra-Protestants that every
good Christian has or ought to have, by the strength of his own
reason, worked out for himself from the Bible a system of the-
ology. But one need only try the experiment of talking to that
representative of public opinion whom the Americans call % the
man in the ears,” to realize how uniform opinion is among all
classes of people, how little there is in the ideas of each indi-
vidual of that individuality which they would have if he had
formed them for himself, how little solidity and substance there
is in the political or social beliefs of nineteen persons out of
every twenty. These beliefs, when examined, mostly resolve
themselves into two or three prejudices and aversions, two or
three prepossessions for a particular leader or party or s-ection
of a party, two or three phrases or catchwords suggesting or
embodying arguments which the man who repeats th(lam has
not analyzed. It is not that these nineteen persons are inecapa-
ble of appreciating good arguments, or are unwilling to receive
them. On the contrary, and this is especially true of the work-
ing classes, an audience is pleased when solid arguments are
addressed to it, and men read with most relish the articles or
leaflets, supposing them to be smartly written, which contain
the most carefully sifted facts and the most exact thought.
But to the great mass of mankind in all places, public ques-
tions come in the third or fourth rank among the interests of
life, and obtain less than a third or a fourth of the leisure avail-
able for thinking. It is therefore rather sentiment than thought
that the mass can contribute, a sentiment grounded on a few
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broad considerations and simple trains of reasoning; and the
soundness and elevation of their sentiment will have move to
do with their taking their stand on the side of justice, honour,
and peace, than any reasoning they can apply to the sifting of
the multifarious facts thrown before them, and to the drawing
of the legitimate inferences therefrom.

It may be suggested that this analysis, if true of the unedu-

'cated, is not true of the educated classes. Tt is less true of

that small class which in Europe specially oceupies itself with
polities; which, whether it reasons well or ill, does no doubt
reason. But it is substantially no less applicable to the com-
mercial and professional classes than to the working classes;
for in the former, as well as in the latter, one finds few persons
who take the pains, or have the leisure, or indeed possess the
knowledge, to enable them to form an independent judgment,.
The chief difference between the so-called upper, or wealthier,
and the humbler strata of society is, that the former arve less
influenced by sentiment and possibly more influenced by no-
tions, often erroncous,” of their own interest. Having some-
thing to lose, they imagine dangers to their property or their
class ascendency. Moving in a more artificial society, their
sympathies are less readily excited, and they more frequently
indulge the tendency to cynieism natural to those who lead g
life full of unreality and conventionalisms.

The apparent paradox that where the humbler classes have
differed in opinion from the higher, they have often been
proved by the event to have heen right and their so-called bet-
ters wrong (a fact sufficiently illustrated by the experience of
many European countries during the last half-centuryl), may
perhaps be explained by considering that the historical and
scientific data on which the solution of a difficult political
problem depends are really just as little known to the wealthy
as o the poor. Ordinary education, even the sort of education

11t may be said that this has been so beeause the movements of the last
half-century have been mostly movements in a democratie direction, which
obtained the sympathy of the humbler classes because tending to break down
the power and privilege which the upper eclasses previously enjoyed. This
observation, however, does not meet all the cases, among which may be
mentioned the attitude of the English working classes towards Italy from
1848 onwards, as well as their attitude in the American Civil War from 1861 to

1865, and in the Eastern Question from 1876 onwards, for in none of these
instanees had they any personal interest. |
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which is represented by a university degree, does not fit a man
to handle these questions, and it sometimes fills him with a
vain conceib of his own competence which closes his mind to
argument and to the accumulating evidence of facts. Iduca-
tion ought, no doubt, to enlighten a man; but the educated
classes, speaking generally, are the property-holding classes,

and the possession of property does more to make a man timid

than education does to make him hopeful. He is apt to under-
rate the power as well as the worth of sentiment; he over-
values the restraints which existing institutions impose, he has
a faint appreciation of the curative power of freedom, and of
the tendency which brings things right when men have been
left to their own devices, and have learnt from failure how to
attain success. In the less-educated man a certain simplicity
and openness of mind go some way to compensate for the lack
of knowledge. He is more apt to be influenced by the author-
~ ity of leaders; but as, at least in England and America, he is
generally shrewd enough to discern between a great man and
a demagogue, this is more a gain than a loss.

While suggesting these as ex planations of the paradnx,_]
admit that it remains a paradox. But the paradox is not in
the statement, but in the facts. Nearly all great political and
social causes have made their way first among the middle or
humbler classes. The original impulse which has set the cause
in motion, the inspiring ideas that have drawn men to it, have
come from lofty and piercing minds, and minds generally
belonging to the cultivated class. Dut the principles and pre-
cepts these minds have delivered have waxed strong because
the common people received them gladly, while the wealthy
and educated classes have frowned on or persecuted them.
The most striking instance of all is to be found in the early
history of Christianity. ' :

The analysis, however, which I have sought to give of opin-
ion applies only to the nineteen men out of ‘swenty,_fmd not to
the twentieth. It applies to what may be called passive opinion
— the opinion of those who have no special interest in politics,
or concern with them beyond that of voting, of those who
receive or propagate, but do not originate, views on public mat-
ters. Or, to put the same thing in different words, we heuie
been considering how public opinion grows and spreads, as 1%
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were, spontaneously and naturally. But opinion does not
merely grow ; it is also made. There is not merely the passive
class of persons; there is the active class, who occupy them-
selves primarily with public affairs, who aspire to create and
lead opinion. The processes which these guides follow are
too well known to need description. There are, however, one
or two points which must be noted, in order to appreciate the
reflex action of the passive upon the active class.

The man who tries to lead public opinion, be he statesman,
journalist, or lecturer, finds in himself, when he has to form a
judgment upon any current event, a larger measure of individual
prepossession, and of what may be called political theory and
doctrine, than belongs to the average citizen. His view is there-
fore likely to have more individuality, as well as more intel-
lectual value. On the other hand, he has also a stronger motive
than the average citizen for keeping in agreement with his
friends and his party, because if he stands aloof and advocates
a view of his own, he may lose his influence and his position.
He has a past, and is prevented, by the fear of seeming incon-
sistent, from departing from what he has previously said. He
has a future, and dreads to injure it by severing himself ever
so little from his party. He is accordingly driven to make the
same sort of compromise between his individual tendencies and
the general tendency which the average citizen makes. DBut he
makes it more consciously, realizing far more distinctly the
difference between what he would think, say, and do, if left to
himself, and what he says and does as a politician, who can be
useful and prosperous only as a member of a body of persons
acting together and professing to think alike.

Accordingly, though the largest part of the work of forming
opinion is done by these men, — whom I do not call professional
politicians, because in Europe many of them are not solely oceu-
pied with politics, while in America the name of professionals
must be reserved for another class, —we must not forget the
reaction constantly exercised upon them by the passive majority.
Sometimes a leading statesman or journalist takes a line to
w.hich he finds that the mass of those who usually agree with
him are not responsive. He perceives that they will not follow
h'im, and that he must choose between isolation and a modifica-
tion of his own views. A statesman may sometimes venture
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on the former course, and in very rare cases succeed in 1mpos-
ing his own will and judgment on his party. A journalist,
however, is obliged to hark back if he has inadvertently taken
up a position disagreeable to his clientéle, because the proprietors
of the paper have their circulation to consider. To avoid so
disagreeable a choice a statesman or a journalist is usually on
the alert to sound the general opinion before he commits himself
ona new issue. He tries to feel the pulse of the mass of aver-
age citizens; and as the mass, on the other hand, look to him
for initiative, this is a delicate process. In European countries
it is generally the view of the leaders which prevails, but it
is modified by the reception which the mass give it; it becomes
accentuated in the poinfs which they appreciate; while those
parts of it, or those ways of stating it, which have failed to find
popular favour, fall back into the shade.

This mutual action and reaction of the makers or'leaders of
opinion upon the mass, and of the mass upon them, is the most
curious part of the whole process by which opinion is produced.
1t is also that part in which there is the greatest difference
between one free country and another. In some countries, the
leaders count for, say, three-fourths of the product, and the
mass for one-fourth only. In others these proportions are
reversed. In some countries the mass of the voters are not
only markedly inferior in education to the few who lead, but
also diffident, more disposed to look up to their betters. In
others the difference of intellectual level between those who
busy themselves with politics and the average voter is far
smaller. Perhaps the leader is not so well instructed a man as
in the countries first referred to; perhaps the average voter is
better instructed and more self-confident. Where both of these
phenomena coincide, so that the difference of level is inconsid-
erable, public opinion will evidently be a different thing from
what it is in countries where, though the Constitution has
beecome democratic, the habits of the nation are still aristo-
cratic. This is the difference between America and the coun-
tries of Western Europe.

CHAPTER LXXVII
GOVERNMENT BY PUBLIC OPINION

W talk of public opinion as a new force in the world, con-
spicuous only since governments began to be popular. S;;ates-
men, even in the last generation, looked on it with some distru/st
or dislike. Sir Robert Peel, for instance, in a letter written in
1820, speaks with the air of a discoverer, of “that great com-
pouxlld of folly, weakness, prejudice, wrong feeling, right feeling
Obf-itl.naﬁy} and newspaper paragraphs, which is called publi(;
opinion.” ;

Yet opinion has really been the chief and ultimate power in
nez_n-!y all nations at nearly all times. I do not mean merely the
opinion of the class to which the rulers belong. Obviously the
small oligarchy of Venice was influenced b} the opinign of
the Venetian nobility, as the absolute Czar is influenced now b
the opinion of his court and his army. T mean the opiuior;:ay
unspoken, unconscious, but not the less real and potent, of th(i,
masses of the people. Governments have always rested and
special cases apart, must rest, if not on the affection, then ori
ﬂ"le reverence oraiwe, if not on the active approval th;n on the
silent acquiescence, of the numerical majbrity. I’t is only b
rare e:lcception that a monarch or an oligarchy has maint&{neg
authority against the will of the people. The despotisms of the
Ea_us_t, although they usually began in conquest, did not stand b :

military form'a but by popular assent. So did the feudal king-
domls. of medizeval BEurope. So dothe despotisms of the Sulta,tﬁ
(sofar, at least, as regards his Mussulman subjects), of tﬂe Shah
and of the Chinese Emperor at this moment. ’l‘hé cases’to thé
contrary are chiefly those of military tyrannies, such as existed
In many _o_f the Greek cities of antiquity, a,nd,in some of th
Italian cities of the Renaissance, and such as exist now in thg

so-called republics of Central and South America. That even
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