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Understanding the foundations of modern public relations and propaganda requires a deep dive into
the philosophies of two pioneering figures: Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays. Both men
revolutionized how organizations, governments, and individuals approach shaping public opinion.
Interestingly, despite their groundbreaking work, they shared a common belief: that public opinion was
primarily rational and not easily swayed by superficial tactics or manipulations. This perspective
influenced their strategies and contributed to the evolution of communication practices that continue to

impact society today.

Introduction: The Roots of Public Opinion Theory

Public opinion has long been considered a complex interplay of individual beliefs, societal values, and
informational influences. In the early 20th century, as mass media began to dominate communication
channels, understanding how to influence these opinions became a strategic priority. Ivy Ledbetter Lee
and Edward Bernays emerged as two influential figures in this arena, each with distinct approaches
but a shared philosophical outlook: that rationality underpins public opinion, making it resistant but not

immune to influence.



Ivy Ledbetter Lee: The Advocate of Transparency and Rational

Discourse

Background and Philosophy

Ivy Ledbetter Lee (1877-1934) is often recognized as one of the first public relations practitioners. His
approach centered on honesty, transparency, and factual communication. Lee believed that the public
was intelligent and rational, capable of making informed decisions when presented with truthful
information.

Core Beliefs:

- The public's opinions are based on facts and rational analysis.

- Trust is essential; honesty fosters credibility.

- Manipulation without transparency damages reputation and credibility.

Strategies and Practices

Lee's strategies for influencing public opinion included:
e Providing Accurate Information: Ensuring that the public received truthful and straightforward
data.
¢ Open Communication: Engaging in honest dialogue rather than deceptive propaganda.

 Building Trust: Establishing credibility through consistent and truthful messaging.



e Using News Media: Leveraging newspapers and other media to disseminate factual stories.

Notable Campaigns:

- The 1914 Rockefeller campaign following the Ludlow Massacre demonstrated Lee’s emphasis on
truthful reporting and understanding public sentiment.
- The Pennsylvania Railroad's rebranding effort focused on transparency and factual updates to

improve public perception.

Impact and Limitations

Lee's approach reinforced the idea that rational public opinion could be influenced through honesty
and engagement. However, he also recognized that emotional appeals or manipulative tactics could
backfire, damaging long-term credibility. His belief that public opinion was rational meant that

superficial persuasion tactics were less effective than substantive, factual communication.

Edward Bernays: The Father of Modern Public Relations and

the Rational Public

Background and Philosophy

Edward Bernays (1891-1995), often called the "father of public relations," took a more strategic and

psychological approach. While he acknowledged the rational nature of public opinion, Bernays believed



that it could be subtly influenced through understanding human psychology and social dynamics.
Core Beliefs:
- The public is rational but influenced by subconscious desires and social norms.

- Manipulation is possible when understanding these psychological drivers.

- Leaders and organizations can shape opinions by appealing to underlying motives.

Strategies and Techniques

Bernays developed innovative methods to influence public opinion, including:

Use of Social Science: Applying psychology, sociology, and anthropology to craft persuasive

messages.

Expert Endorsements: Engaging experts and opinion leaders to sway public perception.

Symbolism and Cultural Appeal: Leveraging symbols, events, and cultural trends to resonate with

the public.

Engineered Events: Creating situations that generate favorable opinions and media coverage.

Notable Campaigns:

- The 1929 "Torches of Freedom" campaign, which encouraged women to smoke cigarettes, used
psychological insights about social liberation.
- Promoting bacon and eggs as a healthy breakfast by associating it with scientific endorsement and

social trends.



Understanding the Rational and Subconscious

Bernays believed that while public opinion was rational on the surface, much of it was influenced by
subconscious factors. Therefore, effective public relations involved tapping into these underlying

motives, making influence both a science and an art.

Shared Beliefs: Public Opinion as Rational and Resistant

Despite their different approaches—Lee's emphasis on truth and transparency, Bernays's focus on
psychological influence—they shared a fundamental belief: that public opinion was primarily rational
and not easily manipulated through superficial tactics.
Key aspects of their shared view include:

1. Rationality as a Foundation: Both believed that the public's opinions stem from reasoned

judgment based on available information.

2. Difficulty of Influence: They acknowledged that influencing public opinion required more than

propaganda; it needed understanding, credibility, and strategic engagement.

3. Respect for the Audience: Recognizing the intelligence of the public meant avoiding manipulative

tactics that could damage trust.
\end{ol}

Implications of Their Beliefs:



- Public relations should aim to inform and educate rather than deceive.
- Effective influence depends on building long-term credibility.

- Superficial or coercive tactics are less likely to succeed and can backfire.

Contrasting Perspectives and Commonalities

While their core beliefs about the rationality of public opinion aligned, their methods and

philosophies differed in nuance.

Differences

- Approach to Manipulation: Lee was more cautious about manipulation, emphasizing honesty.
Bernays accepted that subconscious influences could be used ethically or unethically.
- Use of Science: Bernays heavily relied on social sciences and psychology, whereas Lee

prioritized transparency and direct communication.

Common Philosophical Ground

- Both believed that public opinion was not easily swayed by simple tricks.
- They saw the importance of understanding the audience's rational and emotional drivers.

- They aimed for strategies that respected the public's intelligence and autonomy.



The Legacy of Their Beliefs in Modern Public Relations and

Media

The ideas of Lee and Bernays continue to influence contemporary practices.
Modern Implications Include:

- The importance of honesty and transparency in communication.
- Recognizing that audiences are intelligent and discerning.

- Using psychological insights ethically to craft messages.

- Building trust as a foundation for influence.

- The delicate balance between persuasion and manipulation.

Contemporary debates often revolve around where to draw the line between ethical influence

and manipulation, echoing the philosophies of these early pioneers.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Their Beliefs

Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays significantly shaped the understanding of public opinion
and influence. Their shared belief that public opinion was rational and resistant to superficial
manipulation remains relevant today. In an era characterized by information overload and digital

communication, their emphasis on honesty, understanding, and respect for the audience



underscores the enduring importance of ethical persuasion.

By appreciating their philosophies, modern communicators can strive to influence public opinion
responsibly, recognizing that genuine engagement rooted in truth and psychological insight is
more effective—and ethical—than coercion or deception. Their legacies remind us that respecting

the rational nature of the public fosters trust, credibility, and lasting influence.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who were lvy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays, and what was

their view on public opinion?

Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays were pioneering public relations professionals who
believed that public opinion was rational and could be influenced through strategic

communication and understanding of societal values.

Why did Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays think that public

opinion was difficult to influence?

They believed that public opinion was rational because people make decisions based on logical



reasoning and facts, making it challenging to sway opinions without credible and well-structured

communication efforts.

How did Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays propose to

influence public opinion effectively?

They advocated for strategic use of information, transparency, and understanding of audience
psychology to shape perceptions and attitudes without coercion, emphasizing persuasion

through credible messaging.

In what ways did lvy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays differ in

their approaches to public influence?

Lee focused on honesty and transparency in communication, while Bernays emphasized
psychological manipulation and the use of social science principles to influence public attitudes

more subtly.

What role did rationality play in Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward

Bernays' theories about public opinion?

Rationality was central to their theories; they believed that understanding and appealing to the

rational, logical side of the public was key to influencing opinions effectively.



Did Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays believe that mass

media could easily sway public opinion?

No, they believed that influencing public opinion was complex and required strategic, well-
informed efforts, as public opinion was rational and not easily manipulated through simple media

messages.

How did the ideas of Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays

impact modern public relations practices?

Their emphasis on understanding public rationality and strategic communication laid the

foundation for ethical and effective PR tactics used today to shape public opinion responsibly.

What criticisms have been leveled at vy Ledbetter Lee and

Edward Bernays' beliefs about influencing public opinion?

Critics argue that their approach underestimated the emotional and irrational aspects of human

behavior, and that their strategies could be manipulative or ethically questionable.

Are the beliefs of Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays about

public opinion still relevant today?

Yes, their principles about strategic communication and understanding audience psychology

remain fundamental in contemporary public relations, marketing, and media influence efforts.



How did Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays' views contrast

with earlier notions about public opinion?

Earlier views often considered public opinion as unpredictable and irrational, whereas Lee and
Bernays believed it was rational and capable of being influenced through strategic, informed

efforts.

Additional Resources

Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays Believed That Public Opinion Was Rational and Difficult

to Influence

The roles of lvy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays in shaping modern public relations and
propaganda are monumental, yet their core beliefs about the nature of public opinion offer a
compelling insight into early 20th-century perspectives on influence. Both figures, often regarded
as pioneers of public relations, held the view that public opinion was fundamentally rational and
not easily manipulated. This conviction influenced their approaches to communication,
emphasizing understanding, transparency, and strategic persuasion rather than outright
manipulation. Exploring their philosophies, methods, and the implications of their beliefs reveals
a nuanced picture of how these influential thinkers viewed the relationship between the public

and those seeking to sway it.



Ivy Ledbetter Lee: The Advocate of Transparency and

Rational Discourse

Background and Philosophical Foundations

Ivy Ledbetter Lee (1877-1934) is widely recognized as one of the first public relations
counselors. His approach was rooted in the belief that honest communication and transparency
could foster trust and that the public was inherently rational and capable of understanding
complex issues when presented with truthful information. Lee’s philosophy was a response to
the often manipulative tactics prevalent in early corporate and political messaging, advocating

instead for open dialogue.

Core Beliefs:

- The public is rational and can make informed decisions.
- Transparency and honesty build credibility and trust.

- Manipulative tactics undermine long-term relationships with the audience.

- Public opinion is shaped by facts and logical discourse, not deception.

Strategies and Practices

Lee pioneered several practices that reflected his belief in rational persuasion:

- Declaration of Principles: Lee emphasized honesty and transparency, often encouraging clients



to disclose facts rather than conceal information.

- Press Releases and News Management: He believed that presenting truthful information in an
accessible manner was the most effective way to influence public opinion.

- Focus on Ethical Communication: Lee’s approach was rooted in ethics, considering public

interest as paramount.

Pros:

- Builds long-term credibility.

- Fosters trust between organizations and the public.

- Encourages informed public discourse.

Cons:

- May be less effective against deeply ingrained biases or misinformation.

- Requires sustained effort and sincerity, which can be difficult to maintain.

Case Studies and Impact

One notable example of Lee’s approach was his work with the Pennsylvania Railroad, where he
emphasized factual reporting and honest communication to improve the company’s image. His
work laid the foundation for modern corporate communication, emphasizing that an informed
public is less susceptible to manipulation and more likely to be persuaded through rational

discourse.

Evaluation:

Lee’s belief in the rationality of public opinion underscored a conviction that honesty and

transparency are not just ethical choices but strategic tools. His methods aimed to elevate public



discourse rather than undermine it, fostering a view of the public as intelligent participants in

political and social dialogues.

Edward Bernays: The Architect of Modern Public Relations

and the Rational Manipulation of Public Opinion

Background and Philosophical Foundations

Edward Bernays (1891-1995), often called the "Father of Public Relations," was a nephew of
Sigmund Freud. His approach combined insights from psychology, sociology, and mass
communication. Bernays believed that while public opinion was rational, individuals were also
susceptible to subconscious influences and social pressures. He held that understanding these

underlying motivations allowed practitioners to influence public opinion effectively.
Core Beliefs:

- Public opinion is rational but can be shaped through strategic communication.
- People are influenced by subconscious desires and social conditioning.
- Manipulation, when done ethically, can serve the public good.

- Awareness of psychological factors enhances influence.



Strategies and Practices

Bernays pioneered techniques that leveraged psychological insights:

- Use of Psychology: Applying Freud’s theories, Bernays identified subconscious motivations that
could be targeted to sway opinions.

- Reframing Issues: He often reframed issues to appeal to emotional and social needs.

- Controlled Information Flow: Managing narratives to guide public perception subtly.

- Events and Propaganda: Organizing events that generate positive associations with a cause or

product.

Pros:

- Highly effective in shaping public perceptions quickly.

- Utilizes scientific insights, making influence more precise.
- Can be used ethically to promote beneficial causes.
Cons:

- Risks crossing into manipulation and deception.

- May undermine genuine informed decision-making.

- Ethical concerns about subconscious influence.

Case Studies and Impact

Bernays’ campaign to promote smoking among women, branding cigarettes as “torches of

freedom,” exemplifies his approach. He harnessed social symbolism and subconscious appeals,



framing the act as a form of empowerment. His work with the American Tobacco Company
revolutionized advertising and demonstrated how understanding human psychology could

influence public opinion.
Evaluation:

Bernays believed that public opinion was primarily rational but accessible through strategic
manipulation rooted in psychological principles. His work showed that influence could be
scientific and systematic, challenging the notion that the public was merely passive or resistant

to persuasion.

Comparative Analysis: Public Opinion as Rational and

Difficult to Influence

Shared Beliefs and Philosophical Divergences

Both Lee and Bernays concurred that the public was fundamentally rational and capable of

making informed decisions. Their divergence lay in their views on influence:

- lvy Lee emphasized transparency, honesty, and ethical persuasion—believing that truth and
clarity would naturally sway rational individuals.

- Edward Bernays accepted that subconscious influences and social conditioning played a
significant role, viewing manipulation as a scientific and ethical tool to guide rational public

opinion.



Key Features:

- Both acknowledged the importance of understanding public perceptions.

- Both believed influence was possible but needed to be rooted in an understanding of human
nature.

- Their approaches reflect different ethical paradigms—Lee's transparency versus Bernays’

strategic manipulation.

Implications for Public Relations and Society

The belief that public opinion was rational and difficult to influence led to the development of

sophisticated communication strategies:

- Pros:

- Promotes ethical standards in public relations.

- Encourages respect for the intelligence of the audience.

- Fosters informed debate and discourse.

- Cons:

- May underestimate the power of subconscious influences.
- Can lead to skepticism about authenticity.

- Might slow down campaigns that aim for rapid persuasion.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Their Beliefs

Ivy Ledbetter Lee and Edward Bernays’ shared belief in the rationality of public opinion and its
resistance to influence shaped the trajectory of public relations. Lee’s emphasis on transparency

and ethical communication laid the groundwork for trust-based relationships, emphasizing that



truth is a powerful tool in shaping opinion. Bernays, meanwhile, demonstrated that understanding
psychological mechanisms enables more effective influence, even if it involves subtle

manipulation.

Their perspectives highlight a fundamental tension in the field of public relations: the balance
between respecting public rationality and recognizing the powerful role of subconscious and
social influences. Modern practices continue to grapple with these principles, striving to promote

ethical influence while acknowledging the complexity of human psychology.

In sum, their work underscores that public opinion is neither wholly resistant nor entirely
malleable but exists within a spectrum where rational understanding and psychological influence
intersect. Recognizing this duality remains central to ethical and effective communication

strategies today.
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