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I. Introduction 
A. Tocqueville observed the preeminence of public opinion in 
American politics. 

1. He argued that “the power of the majority surpasses” other 
competing powers. 
2. He criticized this characteristic, though, arguing that “the 
majority raises formidable barriers around the liberty of 
opinion.” 
 

B. The importance of the majority in democracies and the 
impediments to free thought and expression in public opinion 
imposed by majority rule structure debates around the proper role 
of public opinion in American politics. 
 
II. Public opinion— its definition and characteristics 
 
A. Public opinion is “the values and attitudes that people have about 
issues, events, and personalities.” 
 
B. Individual political opinions have both direction and intensity. 

1. Direction refers to the opinions individuals hold. 
2. Intensity refers to how deeply individuals hold a given opinion 
and how likely they are to act on that opinion. 

 
C. Overall public opinion has the characteristics of saliency and 
latency. 

1. Salient public opinion is opinion that enjoys widespread public 
attention and is a high priority. 
2. Latent public opinion is opinion that remains in the background 
and is largely unmolded or uncrystallized. 

 
III. Opinions compete in a public arena conceived of as a “marketplace of 
ideas.” 
 
A. The marketplace of ideas has key underpinnings and characteristics. 

1. Common language of a society, literacy, communications, and 
free expression are the underpinnings of an “idea market.” 
2. Issues and opinions “compete” with each other for attention and 
salience in the marketplace of ideas. 

 



B. The marketplace consists of both conflict and consensus. 
1. In American politics, consensus exists around key issues such as 
democracy, capitalism, and equality of opportunity. 
2. Fundamental disagreements continue. 

a. Even within consensual issues, different individuals have 
different definitions and conceptions of those issues. 
b. Liberal and conservative ideologies reflect relatively 
consistent differences that permeate American politics. 

 
C. The idea market may constrain free expression as seemingly unpopular ideas go 
unexpressed and, thus, unexplored. 
 
IV. Because political outcomes are the products of individual preferences 
and institutional procedures, the procedure of polling is likely to shape 
public opinion. 
 
A. Public- opinion polling is the dominant means by which public 
opinion is measured in contemporary politics. 
 
B. Polling can change public opinion through mistakes and the poor 
construction of polls. 

1. Unrepresentative sampling can skew polling data. 
2. Question wording and question order can also affect polling 
outcomes. 
3. When polls are well constructed, they are useful tools for political 
elites. 

 
C. The advent of polling is relatively recent in democracies. 

1. In previous eras, public opinion was conveyed through actions 
such as rioting, protesting, or voting. 
2. In previous eras, politicians measured opinion through more 
informal means. 

 
D. Polling transforms public opinion in key ways that domesticate it. 

1. It transfers the costs of opinion expression from the public to the 
pollster. 
2. It changes public- opinion expression from a behavior to an 
attitude. 
3. It takes public- opinion expression away from groups and 
individuates opinion expression. 
4. It transforms public- opinion expression from an assertion to a 
constrained response. 

 
 



 
V. The proper role of public opinion in American politics is problematic. 
 
A. To retain its democratic characteristics, American politics must 
reflect public opinion in some ways. 
 
B. To remain republican, American politics must avoid constant 
decision making by plebiscite. 
 
C. The relationship between political elites and the masses is itself 
problematic. 

1. Some conceive of leadership of public opinion as a mistake on the 
part of politicians. 
2. Some argue that politicians use polling information as a strategic 
resource in order to make their policies more palatable to the 
public. 


