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. ABSTRACT
3 Linguistic cues evoke prestructured beliefs in

—~ people's minds regarding the nature and causes of public probleuns.

' Political language can shape people's opinions and thereby shape
events. There appear to be two beliefs or myths that people use to
explain social problems: the first sees the sufferer as respomsible
for his own plight in a basically sound social structure; the second
sees the sufferer as the victim of an oppressive society that
exploits the weak for the benefit of the elite. Linquistic cues such
as "welfare," "repression," "security" evoke and reinforce these
myths in the public mind and thereby shape the political process. The
language used to classify and delimit social problems separates then
into categories while they are actually symptoms of the same

mal functioning economic and social system; they are treated
separately and, therefore, are not solved. Language of rehabilitation
or professional solutions to political problems is used to soothe
public anxiety, gain public approval, and stifle opposition. Such
solutions often do little to solve problems; therefore, they
continue. (CK)
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The lgnguage in which we discuss public issues and.public officials
acqgires its4distinctive}%unction-féom the fears and the hopes government
arouseg'in us, Governments deal with many-issues'thatvoqcasion degp anxiety
in large num?ers of people; and there is inevitably a great deal'of dncertainty
and controversy regarding what th problems are, what caused them| and what
can be done to cope with them. I shall argue that in this setting of anxiety.
and -ambiguity, linéuistic cues evoke prestructured beliefs in people's minds

regarding the nature and the causes of public problems. Because these beliefs

are based upon social cues rather than rigorous analysis, they are likely to

.

be simplistic and distorted: myths that help us cope with widely shared anxieties

but typically fail to analyse problems adequately, and can'farely solve them.

Developments in the news do not change such beliefs,'but are themselves
typically interpreted so as to be consistent with prior beliefs. Each of us
holds in his or her mind a set.of alternative and cften conflicting cognitive
structures regarding political issues. The everyday language of government
evokes one or another such structure of beliefs, usually in subtle ways.

The point made here may seem a strange one at first, feor it fuggests that
anxious people typically fail to shape their pol;tical beliefs in the ligFt of
what happens, but rather project a prestructured set oé beliefs onto curr;nt
events. Yet it is clear poth that political issucs do involve anxiety and that

we often perccive new developments in the light of preconceptions already in our

minds.

.
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Government as Protection Against Threat
' 5

Knowing théy are often helpless to control their own fate, people vesort

¢

to religion and government to cope with anxieties they cannot otherwise ward

.off. We want to'be reassured that, "Man is the captain of his fate" precisely

becaude we know t %/hewtoo often is not: that whether he lives a happy or a

i,

miserable life, what work ha does, his level of@gelf-respeht. the;status hie %

3

achieves, and the time he dies depend heavily on ébndi;iOQS'and decisions over = .. -

. ) -
- ERt

which he has little controLf
. He and his family musf rely upon government to protect them from a gamut 6\
of dangers ranging from foreign military attack through criminal attack, oil
éhortagég. and'food shor;aées to unemployment, poverty, and sickmness.

We readily recognize.that religion helps both to arouse and to assuage

anxiety, but seldom recognize that politics both arouses and assuages it as

well. We like to think of government as a rational device for achieving people’s

wants and to see our own political opinions and actions as the epitome of

reasoned behavior. Families and public schools reinforce this optimistic view
in small children.l. Yet, wgth another part of our minds, we are acutely aware
that governments shape many public beliefs and demands rather than merely
responding to the people's will; and that'most of the pop:}ation of the world
will never achieve many of their wants but are at the mercy of governmental
economic decisions, military acts, and social policies, We are eager tu believe
that government will ward off evils and threats, but our very eagerness to
believe it rencers ds susceptible to political language that both intensifies
and eases anxiety at least as power ful Iy~as the language of religlou dues. The
Defense Department tells us repeatedly that Russia is surpassing us in onc or

another form of weapon system, but alse tells us that American armed forces are

prepared to defend the country. The FBI tells us ropeatedly both that crime is
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' increasing and thatithe FBI has never been more effective in coping with it, I

b

vwent‘to analyze this kind of political language: its most charactevistic and

eost distorting form, though ntt its only form.
3 1f political language both excites and mollifies fears, language is an
integral facet of tha political scene: not simply an instrument for describing

events but itself a part of events, strongly shaping their meaning and helping

8,

to shape the political roles officials and mass publics see themselves as playing.
. ,:“_;t

In this sense language, events, and self-conceptions are a part of the same

transaction, mutually détermining each others' meanings. o~

"Security" is .very likely the primal political symbol. It appeals to what

/

-

engages people most, intensely in news of pubfic affairs and defines developments
as threatening or reaseuring. In this way_leaders gain followings and peopile
are induced to accept sacrifices and to remain susceptille to new cues symboliz-

ing threat or, reassurance. The willingness of mass publics to follow, to sacri-

fice, to accept their roles is the basic necessity for every political regime.

Without a following there are no leaders. For governments and for aspirants to
leadership it is therefore important both that people become anxious about
security and that their anxiety be assuaged, though never complet:ly so,
"National security," "social security,"” and similar terms are therefore potent
symbols, though new synonyms for them are sometimes required to avoid banality.
Given the setting of anxizty and ambiguity characteristic of the dilemmas\
in which pesple look to government for protection, susceptibility to social’ |
cues 1s strong. The cues come largely from language emanating from sources
people want to believe are authoritative and competent to cope with the threats

they fear., As already suggested, the beliefs we hold about controversial issues

are typically problematic and arbitrary an! are often false; but zuch beliefs

L3
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- .are likely to be accepted uncritically,bccause they serve important’ functions
- for people's self-conceptions and justify their political roles.

Following ideas devcloped by George Herbert Mead and by structuralists /
such as Claude Levi-Strauss, I suggest that beliefs about social issccs; the.

' ‘ . 4

meanings of pertinent events, feelings about the problems, role definitioms,
fand self—conceptzona are integral parts of a single cognitive structure, each
.
facet of it defining and reinforcing the other facets. That we conventiqnalty
think of. each pars of such a structure of patterns of beliefs as distinct and
; N _

independently arrived at enhances our confidence in‘them and our attachment to

them. Because they may be false but nonetheless give mearing to events, such

structures are forms of myth.
~ | There seems to be a pair of opposing-myths through whicﬁ people gdapt in
everyday life to the kinds of threats that are widely 'feared. For social problems
like poverty or crime, one myth\involves seelng the sufferer as responsible for
his own plight--authorities and concerned professionals as helping while protect-
ing the rest of cociety against irresponsible and dangerous people--the socijal
structure as basically sound (pattern one). An alternative myth sees the sufferer
as the victim of ‘elites who benefit ftom,his‘deprivations--the authorities and
;professionals as helping elites to maintain extant privileges and deprivations--
the social structure as basically exploitative (patctemn two). When they are
stated explicitly in bald form, we are likely to recognize each of these belief

2

patterns as simplistic and inadequate, for neither of them accounts for all
poverty or crime. Yet each does explain a pheromenon that bothers and threatens
ut, helps us to live with our preexisting actions and beliefs, and helps us to
interpfet news so as to perpetuate preexisting cognitive structures. When they

are not stated explicitly, ‘but cvoked subuly through linguistic cues of the

kind I wilt examine shortly, we do not questior them as simplistic, but rather
i { ! ’
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embrace them as satisfying our cognitive and emotional needs. In this sensa

*

political opinion on cqpfroveréial issues is typically based upon social cues

»

rather than empirical observation. JBecause the set of basic myths available

to us is small (a dialectical pair), 1t all the_ easier for .an inconSpicﬁous

o~

linguistic cue (like "helping," "welfare," or “repression") to evoke the entire

-

cognitive structure.

’

The more critical reason linguistic cues are evocative of larger belief

structures, however, must lie in the mutually reinforcing character of the

distinct parts of any structure of politiéal,coghitiéns: their transformations *
- __,/" ’

-

inéo each other. To believe that the fobr are ba;;cally gésponsible for their
poverty is also to exonerate econoﬁié and polivical institutions from that

‘ . .
responsibility and to lrgitimize the.efforts of authorities to change the poor
person's attitudes and behavior. Any one of these beliefs inevitably implies
the others in the structure, even though we conventionally ggpggigggg;themﬁas
three®distinct beliefs about (1) the psychclogy of the pocr; (2) ﬁhe roles'of

professionals and public officials, and (3) the health of the econom; and the

polity. A reference to any part of the cognitive structure evokes the entire

structure. For most ¢f the middle class, public officials, and helping profes-

sicnals this myth justifies their own status, power, and roles, provides an

acceptable reason tc oppose redistribution of the national product in a more

egalitarian way, and offers a justification for their authority cver th> deprived.

A large part of the deﬁr;ved population also has reason to accept thi~« my=h,
. .
for they have little ground for self-esteem except through their identificazion
with the state and the elite. This myth, therefore, is the dominént one.
Given a strong incentive toward this pattem of velief, it is most effect-

ively evuked by a term that fmplies the rest of the cognitive structure without

expressly calling attention to it. To declare explicitly that the cause of
I

h
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poverty is the laziness of 1ts victims 1s to arouse questions and doubts, and

”'to call counterevidence to mind. Similarly, an explicit statement that welfare

¥

administrators and zoclal vorkers are coping competently dnd effectively thh
the poverty problem or that economic institutions are not invnlvgd'in it or
responsible for it arouses skepticism, not belief. But a casual reference to

the "welfare problem," to "the need for counselling welfare recipients,"” or to

a "work test" provirion'dnconsciodsly creates or reinforces a ''pattern one', myth
in those whose interests are served by a widespread belief in»such a myth. For
believers, it justifies a role and self-conception they cherish. It is therefore
umderstandable why cognitive structures rati&nalizing the status quo are so
rgadily enge?deréd in the overwhélming majority: both in :hose who benefit a
great *: -1 from existiag institutions and in those who benefit relatively little
\but draw what self-estéem they have from their ildentification with a state and

-a social order they have been socialized to see as benevolent. "The myth lends
consonant meanings to =very subsequent act aud evemt. Without it people could
not comfortably live with themselves or with their social order. With it, they “
adanpt tc their roles in tnat order, whether the roles are achieved or ascribed.
The opposite myth is cvoked in much the sawe way and serves the'same kind of
aymbolic function for those forced by circumstances or analysis to draw their
self-esteem from :dentificatiou with a movement for fundamental change in the
social order.

As people hear the news every day, tley fit it into three themes (sometimes
called mythemes), comprising the basic structural elements of cach form of myth.
In this way ncw developments and experiences are likely to reinforce the sawme
meanings nd illustrate them rathe; than to charge them. For the social
scicntist, morcover, these meanings therefore remiin problematic, for they

cannot be conclusively verified or falsified.
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Claude Levi-Strauss suggests that m;'.hs deal with ﬁunwelcome-contradictions,"
His %Psight claslgies the function of our coqtemporarfrmyths about spc;al ﬁtoblémsr dfé
as well. ,Clearli, botl elites and those who suffer from social problems have .

&

good reason to be ambivalent about their adherance to either of the cognitive ;
structures outlined above, Though political, economic, and professional elites
and most of the middle class benefit econcmically and in sgatus from the "pacttern -«
one“ﬁ;yth, the very inequalities it rafionalizes are bound ﬁo arouse some quglms.
of conscience, and fow of them can be unaware of the shaky premises upon which
it rests. Those who embrace patte:n two must be aware that victims of social .
problems do sometimes suffer from phyéiqlogical or psychological problems,
tﬁough many of these problems may stem ;rom economic‘and.sociél deprivations.
One or the other myth may be dcminant, but each of us relies on b;nh of them'to
justify our stacQses and roles and at the same .time to assuage our conscieqces
about inequalities in status, money, and power. Both mythic patterns are present -
in our culture and in our minds, ready to serve our eéos when we need them. The
myths allow.people to live with themselves and.their social order, but cannot
erase the unwelcome contr;dicLion that continues to plague them and that}mﬁst be
continupusly re;olved by renewed evocations cf myth thrbugh language and through
governmental actioms. For this reason anxiety about threats to security, includ-
ing threats to people's social roles and status, are not eliminated, and neither

i{s the neeld for governmental regimes to encender and reinforce myths., That i3
9 £ : g 2 y

how regimes survive and win support, for the very myths they evoke make it

l .'

impossible for them to deal effectively with chronic problems.
levi-Strauss declares that, "...the purpose of myth is fo provide a logical

model capable of overcoming a contradiction (an impossible achisvement 1f as It

12

happens, the contradiction is real)...' Fach of the priemirive and veligious

myths he analyzes in hils own work includes the oppositions and contradictions

i
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within itself. In the case "of political myths, the b391L function of overvoming
a eontradictiou is still central, 1 think, tut we find a palr of opposing myths

for each of the conflicting qunltive patterns that define our attisudes toward

soc*al problems, the authorities who deal with them, and the people who suffer

fi.m them. Our ambivalence is expressed in separate, concomitant wyths, each of
[

U .
\} This structhral difforence between political and folk myths nakes sense -

N . ’
when we recall that a political myth serves to express and to undergird conflict

them‘internally consistent, though they are inconsistent with each other.‘

berween organizedbéolitical groups as well as withia the individual person. As = ¢
wembers of political parties, ideologicai groups, and social m?vements, indi=-
.duals lean toward one mythic pattern or tiie other. In this senge crganized
conflict between groups reflects separate mythic'pattern?. At the same time the
gvéilaﬁility in the culture of the opposing myth permits,the individual to
reconcile contradictions and live with his ambivtlence.

i To sum up, we can make the following generalizations about, the structure
of political myths: (1) For any pattern of beliefs about a controversial issue,
the various components of the cognitivg_structure (beliefs about the cause of
the problem, the roles of authorities, the clausification of peoplz according to

- ! 4

levels of merit, the effective remedies) reinforce each other and evoke each
other. (2) Myths regarding social problems conveationally classified as different
\crime, poverty, mental illness) include the same fundamental mythemes. (3)
sinor variations in the same basic myth at different times and in different places
reflect and express the range of reasions and intellectual impulses within the -
s~ciety. (4) The two mythic patterns that reflect conflicting cognitions remain

separat~, though both remain available for use when groups ov individuals rneed

them to resolve conflicts.

O f‘
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A fifth geaeralizatign, following anthe::lead suggested by'Levi~Strauss.
_ ) ' p lk

is that th2 actions governments take to cope with eoéigl problems often co%tra- .

-

dict, as well as reflect, the myths used to ratiomalize those actions. While

e T St R A A
's ; -

claiming to rehabilitate prisoners and the emotionally disturbed, auchori;ies
" -
typically constrain and punish them. While claiming to help‘the poor, public

welfare agencies control them and take pains to limit the help offered to a

‘minimum usually inadequate for decent living. Governmental rhetoric and -action,

taken together, comprise an elaborate dialectical structure, reflecting the
beliefs, the tensions, and the ambivalences that flow g;om soclal inequaiity

and copiflicting interests.

\ : BEST copy AVNILABLE

RHETORICAL EVOCATICNS

It is through m?qaphor, metonymy, and syntéx that linguistic references
evoke mytn{sucognitive structures in people's mihd;.3 '?hét this 1is éo is hardly
éurptising, for we naturally definé aubiguous situations that concern us by
focusiné on one part of them or by comparing tﬁem with what is familiar.

A reference in an authoritative public statement or in a Social-Secqrity

law to 'training programs" for the unemployed is a metonymic evocaction of a

larger structure of beliefs: a belief that job training is efficacious id

" solving the unemployment problem, a belief that workers are unemployed because

they lack necessary skills, a belief that jobs are avaiiable for those tra;ned
to take them. Because each component of this interrelated set of beliefs is
either dubious or rfalse, job training has been ineffective as a strategy. But
people who are anxious to fight unemployment and eager to belierve the problem
can be soived without drastic social change are ready to accept this kind of
reassuring cue. Ir the samé way people who feel threatened by extant social

institutions are disposed to accept the cognitive structure implied by the term

| O)



10
Vpolitical prisouet"; for the definition of a larcenist or drug acdict as a
political prisoner implies a great deal more: a polity that drives those it
deprives to deSpetate neasures, law euforcers who supnress dissidents, prisoners‘

" oa

who are victims rather than criminals, e?? an observer who cherishes the role
of radical.

Metaphctais'equally effective and probably even'more common in the linéuisti:
evocation of politicel myths. The eminent psychologist Theodore Sarbin has
suggested that when Theresa of Avila teferred in the, seventeenth century to the
problems of emotionally distuxbed people as being iike an iliness, she used a
metaphor which ultimately became a myth.4 In view of anthropological evxdence
that cultures differ greatly in what they define as mental abnormality and other
studies demonstrating the social basis of such labeling, many social scientists,

¢

including Sarbin, believe that the judguent involved in calling someone "schizo-

-)ﬂ"‘\\‘

phrenic" is basically moral, not medical. Yet the metaphor of "mental illness" - °
has become a myth widely accepted by'laymen and conventional psychiatrists.‘ It
is used everyday to deny freedom and dignity to people who alreedy~§uffer from
too little of either, and it is often used to enforce confqruiL/ to -middle class
norms in the United States and to Communist Party norms iu the Soviet Union,
Sarbin 3uggests that such movement from‘metaphor to myth 1s a common sociel pheaome-
nou. I would add that it is especially common.as a political phenomenon.

Even the syntactic structure of political language can evoke a set of mythicz
beliefs, perhaps in even more subtle and powerful fashion than metopymy or meta-
phor do. .I have discussed the sigaificanc: of form in political language in sczz
detail clsvwhoros and so rvfc‘r to it here only in passing. When politicians and
govcrm:zo’nt officials appeal for pubiic support for policies or canaidatv.—;, the
forr of their statements conveys the messape that publice opinlon 1s inflaentiu

and 1t docs so bath for those who aceept the particular appea. and for those woo

ERIC ’-‘
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do not, regardless of the contenixpf the sﬁétgﬁent. "1f an appeél for support
ig made, then support. obviously cpqnts. Thedform of legal language‘élsa éopveys
a reassﬁring;mesbage régargiess of its coqgént} Because thg.langhégé of s}atutes;
' ‘ constitutiohs,:and treétieé-consiSts of definjtions and of speciﬁic’comm;nds;to
Ajudges,.adminiggrative officials, and the general public to behave in ways )
specifie&.by electe& rgpresenﬁatives of the people, its very form conveyé
geassurance of popular.SOVereignty and the rule of iaw., Lawyers take the ambi-
gu#;y of legal language for éfanted ia their p;actice, constantly disputiﬁg the
meaning of terms; but to the general public legal language symbolizes precision
and clarity in specifying the will of legislaturés and coqstitutibnal conventions,

Léwyers themselves Qypically see it in this reassuring way when they are making
/

Fourth of July speeghgs or discussing government in the abstract rz...er than

N .

arguing in cuurt that an adversary's interpretation of the law is mistaken. Here
again is evidence of the pervasive ambivalence characteristic of our political

beliefs and of the availability Qf_alternative political myths to enable us to

)

play alternative roles and to resolve difficult contradictions,

The Linguistic Structuring of Social Problems

Let us consider the political implications - f our conventional mode of
naming and classifying our most common social 'problems': poverty, crime,
mental illness, occupational illness, drug abuse, and inadequate education. We
establish separate departments of government to deal with these supposedly distinct
problems (departments of welfare, criminal justice, education, health, for
example), and staf{ them with people trained to focus upon a parvicular set of -
symptoms and to belicve in a distinctive set of causes for cach of theun. Such
a classification evokcs wide-rasging beiiefs and percepiions that we typically

accept uncritically precisely because they are gouerated subtly by the ters used
)
! -
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are distinct from each’ other, wirh/éifferunt causes juSt as they have separace
symptoms. In che light of a growing bo&?xcf research this premise is grossly
simp}istiq and discorcing. In an.important sense all of these problems‘stem ‘
wholly or largely from the functioning of our econrmic 1nstitucionsfxr1f economic
instrtutionsafun?;ioned without unemployment, poorly paid Qork, degrading work,
or inadequate industrial pensxon and heasth programs, ‘there would manifestly be
very little poverty. Is poverty, then, a problem of "welfare" or o; economic
institutions? The first laber obviously confuses the symptrm with the cause, yet
we routinely use it and accept its far-reaching implicatibns, which I explore

shortly.

A recent study of Work in America finds that the work adults do is central

in the lives of most of them, critical to their self-conceptions and their self-
esteem; but the study also shows that many workers at all occupaticual levels
fird their work s; stultifying and demeaning that it is a major contributor to
phycicai illne%s, emotional disturbance, alcoholism, and drug abuse.6 In short,
this and many bther studies suggest that the various social-"problems' we treat

separgtely are very largely symptoms of the same problem: an economic system

that produces too few jobs, too little incou.: or security, and too few opportqnities

for self-fulfillment. P

4

Terms like "mental illness,' "

criminal," and "drug abuse" focus attention
upon the alleged weakness and pathology of the individual while diverting
attention {rom their pathological social and economic environments, another
belief about causation that is partially accurate at best and inevitably
misleading about effective remedies. In consequence we maintain prisons that

contribute to crime as a way of life for their inmates, nmental hospitals that

contribate to "mental illness,” as a way of life for their irmates, and high

13

to designate them. The ulassiflcac}on implies, first, thac these various groblems

P
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‘to keep the attention of authorities, prqfessionais, and the general public
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ratds of recidivism forwall these "problems.” BKut the names by which we refer

to pecple and their problems continue, with remarkable potency and durability, g

-3 .
»

focused upon the largely fictional rehabilitation the names connote and to divert

’

attention from the counter-productive results of established policies..

Our con&entional names for social problems also evoke other beliefs and -
perceptionsAranging frémﬁdubious through partly invalid to misleading. ’fﬁe
"welfafe" label connotes to a great many people that the problem lies in a
public dole, which encourages laziness. This widespread b?lief ab&ut the cause
of poverty is further reinforced by other political terms, such as tﬂe "work
test" provisions widely p;blicized in the 1967 and 1971 Social Security Act
amendments. Our language creates a picture of hundreds of thou;ands of welfare
repipients refusing a plentiful supply of productive work; but the pertinent
research shows (1) that only a very small percentage og the'recipients are
physically able to work, and even these typically cannot finaqj bs, with unem-
ployment levels running bekwaen five and six percent pf the labpr force and
usually far higher in the localities where the recipients are concenﬁratéd;

and (2) that welfare benefits do not detract from work incent;ive.7

Because public policies and rhetoric often create misleading beliefs about

} ey

the causes and the nature of these problems, they also assure that the problems
\

will not be solved, as they manifestly have not been. While we increase the

expenditures, the layers of bureaucracy, and the numbers of pirrofessionals dealing
with criume, welfaré, emotional disturbance, and illness, the number of victims

. 8 - .
of all of them continues to increase, Rehabilitation and rational solution of

problems occurs very largely in rhetoric rather than in fact. But the rhetoric

<3

and the mythe 1t evokes permit us to live with ourselves and with our problems.

They also guarantee that perceptions of threats and of efforts to overcem: thew

141
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will maintain social tension, aqxiety. and continued susceptibility to Ve;bal
cues that legitiuize elites and government POlicies:regardless of their effect-
iveness. , _ o '. | ) ‘ s

o
Our categ@rizations of these problems create cognitive structures even more
intricate than this discussion has so far suggested. They imply that the lazi-
ness of the poor and the waywardness of the delinquent are changeable and that
govermnmental and professional rewards, bunishments, and treatments will change

t

them; but the classification scheme by the same token defines economig;institu-

o

tions as a fixed part of the scene, not an issue to be confronted. In this
way the name for a problem can also create beliefs about what conditions public
pélicy can change and what it cannot touch.

Still another facet of this cognitive structure deals Qith the statuses
of people. When we name and classify a.problem, we unconsciously establish the
status and the roles of those involved with it, including their self-conceptions.
If the "problem" 1s an economic system that yields inadquaCe monetary and
psychological benefits, then the working poor and the unemployed are victims
rather than lazy or incompetent; the economic elite may be lucky or unscrupulous
rather than compeient and industrious; those who refuse to play conventional
roles are rational or moral or self-protective rather than mentally ill; and
so on. How the problem is named involves alternative scenarios, each with its
own facts, value judgments, and emotions. The self-conceptions that are a part
of these cognitive structures explaiﬁ the tenacity and passion with which people
cling to them and interpret deveclopments so as to make them consonant with a
structure. For the choice of a particular configuration of beliefs has pro-

found consequences for the individual: his role and status, his powers and

responsibilities, and what counts as success for her or him,
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No mythic structure can persist and retain its poteney unless others share

it too, each believer reinforcing the faith of the others. No person is a

; 1
success or.a problem, no issue is distinctive or impurtant, unless othetrs see/
7

thiem that way. The authority and status of public officials, politicians, aﬁg
"fLelping profegsiogals" thefefore depend upon public acceptance of their norms
regarding merit aﬁg deviance and of their definition of issues. The authority's
insecurity and need for public support is correlative with the public's anxiety
about the problems he presents himself as able to handle. !

Let us consider next some of the more common devices thraﬁéh whigh political

language helps engender and maintain alternative cognitive structures in 1argé

groups of people.

-

The Evocation of Mythical Populations as Reference Groups

Perhaps the archetypical device for influencing opinion regarding political
issues and actors is Zhe evocation of beliefs about the problemé. the intentions,
or the moral condition eof large grouvs of people whose very existence is problem-
atic, but who become. the benchmarks by which real people shape their political
beliefs and percaptions.

Sometimes such myths are essentially accurate. When, in the trough of the
Creat Denression, Franklin Roosevelt referred to "one-third of a nation ill-
housed, 1l1l-clad, and ill-fed" he was manifestly employing rhetoric to marshal
support for policies he favored; but his assertion about a sizeable fraction of
the American people was not an exaggeration by observations widely made and
little challenged.

Politicians' statements about people's attitudes or situations are often
either impossible to verify or quite clearly invaltd. UWhen, in the midst of
widespread public objections to the Victnam War, Richard Nixon retferred to a

"silent majority" that supported his hawkish war policy, his allepation was

I
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.dubioﬁs in light of pertinent tesearch.g Its function was to evoke a reference

ggou? other than fhe plainly visible and no?silent one for the very large number
of people who were to:n or uncertain regarding their position on the war. Far |
such a putposé a "majority" that cannot be observed or measured because it is
"gilent" is manifestly ideal. For people who are looking for a reagon to support
the President and the war, the "silent majority" serves its purpose even if it
does not exist. : o ) .

Anxious people rveliant upon dubious and conflicting cues can usually choose

from available publié messages that one that supports a policy comsistent with

. . .
their economic interests or ideological bent. Groups trying to marshal support
for a position therefore benefié from making public ﬁcatements that will justify
the positions of their potential supporters. The facts regarding controversial
political issues are typically so complex, difficult to observe, and ambiguous
that it is usvally easy to find a set of allegations thaéﬁboth serve this rational-
izing function and are not manifestly untrue. They can be deliberate lies and
sometimes are; they are often interpretations their audience would recognlze as
dubious if it knew enough about the observations on which they are based; and
sometimes they are factual. As influences upon political opinion, however, their
verifiability is leés'important than their availability, in view of the setting
of anxiety for many and ambiguity for all in which controversial policy formation
takes place.

Statistics evoke myithical reference groups too, though often in a nonobvious
way. Let us examine the dynamics of the process in order to clarify further the
link between language and political opinion formation. lWhy is it so helpful to
an incumsent administration that fhe month's unemployment statistics show a

downturn and so useful to the poﬁitical cpposition when they show an uptuwrn?

People without a job suffer no muL(ur what gencral trends the government statistics

\\ 1 ‘(‘
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show. and their personal experiences are certainly amore critical to their
beliefs,*feelings, and political behavior than news accofnts of trands. The
point is, however, that the statistics do provide the key benchmark for the
overwhelming majority who are not diredtky affected by unemployment. Anxiety
about their own job security and that of their friends and relatives is wider
spread; so cues about an incumbent administration's performance strike close
to home. In this case, too, the validity of the cue is problematic, for the
official statistics regularly undefstate the unemplo&ment level and’official
rhetoric always ovérstates the role of government when condiﬁions i&piéve.
Statistics understate unemployment by failing to count as unemployed people so
discouraged with job huntiag that they do fot actively seek wotk. The sg%tistics
serve a need, however, regardless of whether they ate‘misleading, and they serve :
it all the better because they are presented as "hard data." They.evoke a belief
that the unemployéd population is rising or declining in size, that a particular
monthly increase is an aberration or that it is part of a long~rerm trend. They,
therefore do a great deal to engendexr political support or distrust among people
who are anxious about the state of the economy and about their own futures.

In the same way many other kinds of time series statistics evoke fictional
reference groups and benchmarks. A decline in the rate of increase ‘in reported
crimes reass.res anxious people that the government is re-establishing law and
order; but such a statistical decline is usually an artifact of the method ot
computing it (The same increase in crime every year obviously yields a marked
decline in the rate) or of the zeal of law enforcement agencies in reporting crimes.

Statistics are so effective in shaping political support and opposition that
governments quite often resort to publicizing statistics that have little or no
reasondble bearing on an fssue ct:(‘:llixxj,: anxiety, c¢ither because none that Jdo have

a bearing are available or because the pertinent ones point ju the wrong direct ion,

1 &
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1f a Southeast Asian war turns out to be a disaéter, a modicum of public support =
\\Tx?aﬂ still be maintained by disseminating enety "body dounts" suggesting that ten

times as many enemy as Amerlcan soldiers are being killed every week or month.
As visible and easily understood "hard data," the statistics mack both their
lack of bearing on the question of who is "winﬁiné" the war and the fabrication
of the figures by field commaaders whose promotions depend upon the reporting of
high enemy body counts. This example is an extreine one, but for that reason

it illustrates all the better the possibility ofvcreating persuasive benchmarks

for anxious people eager to find a reason to believe whatever wiil seive their

H
[ L]

interests or their ideological inclinations,
Inconspicuous and implicit references frequently ecreate the impression a L
public policy is helping the needy even when the Policies chiefly benefit thg
affluent. For at least four decades legislation purborting to help "the poor
farmer" or "the ?amily fagﬂéf” has in fact transferred millions of dollars from
< the taxpayers to corporate farming enterprises while helping to déive the family
farmer into the city. h combiqiﬁion of sympathy for the smalf farmer and of
eage 'ness to entrust policy-making to those who supposédly know how to deal with
problems endows a casual term with the power to evoke a cognitive structure
quite temoved from reality but politically potent nonetheless.
Sometimes the ideological appeal of a symbol is apparently stronger than
the observable conditions in which(geople live their everyday lives. One study
notices, for example, that welfare recipients almost always refer to welfare
recipients as “they; rather than "we'; and that a majority of people on welfare
favor midnight searches of the houes of welfare recipients and required budget
counsulling.lo These people ignore their own experiences and focus upon a mythical i
population of welfare parasites created by *he langnape of their political
adversaries,

ERIC L
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Fortunately, such symbolic devices are not omnipotent. T.ople often do

resist them when they run counter to their self-evident or perceived interests;

but many manifestLy do not.

v . ) ,

Plauning and Professionalism as Antivpolitics

Anothar common lingustic frem inmobilizes pelitical oppositiou that cannot
be coopted or reshaped to suppert elites. Whenever a pélitical issue produces
conflict, or an impasse, or a result unacceéptahle tuv elites, it is predictable
that some will defiﬁe arnd percejve the issue ‘in question as inappropriate fo§7
politics: as profeséional or techuical in character, calling for specialized
expertise rather than political negotiation and compromise. There is alw;ys a
good deal of receptivity througﬂout the popildation to this way wf defiuihé a
difficule issge..for it allows people who are worried but btaffled by a problem
to believe that those who know best will deal with it effectively. Few people
like to live a politicized life, and that is probably a good‘thing. Other values
are more important to most of us than political participation. We would ratherx
make love than war, rather read literature, ski, play pool, or make pottery cthan
discuss urban zoning or international trade agreements., At the same time we are
anxiously aware that political decisions can affect our lives profoundly and
even end them. A common consequence of this combination of deep concern and lack
of interest in detailed participation is eagerness to accept those who presenf
themselves as knowledgeable and who are willing to make political decisions,
Because acceprance of the leader or authority who supposedly knows how to cope
is so largely based on evagerness to ignore politics, {r is understandable that
authorftative declsions tend L‘u be accepted for Jong periods, regardless of their
consequences.,  The authority's charisma, stemming from his dramaturgy of coping,
with ansicty-produciny problers, s what focunes public attention, not the impacts

of his policies, which are thewselves ditficult to Fnow, even after detailed study.

1)
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A course 80 satisfying boeih to leaders and to mass publics 1s bound to

look appropriate often; and so we define an increasing range of decisions as

?

Mp, ofessional” or "technical," and therefore noapoli’ical. When authorities

~

label an issue in this way, I suspect that they seldom self-consciously see
themselgfs'as avosding politics in order to enhance their power and nullify ‘
the iafluence of other groups, bt that is certainly the counsequenre.

Consider some of the "probless" in which the critical decisions are routinely

mnade ﬁo‘as to exclude. the most seriously affected groups from influence. Highway

engineers regularly conclude that city expressways can uost economically be built o

through the neighborhsods in which the poor live, thercby destroying the com-’
munities that are important to the poor and depriving them of low cosi housing.
But it is aczepted that this kind of decisica should be based chiefly upon
engineeving considerations; and engineers learn in school how to calculate costs,
The denial to the poor of influence proportionate to their soffering from such
policies is legitimized for many, including many of the poor themsslves, by °
defining the issue as besically professiomnal. To most of the middle clase whe
are aware that there is an "issuve," the rationality of thé process is self-evident
and the costs té the poor invisible. The designation of the issue as "profes-
sional' or "technical" is manifestlyfmetaphoric,‘for it highlights onec of its
aspects while masking others; but the metaphor evokes and reiﬁforces a self;
perpetuating cognitive structure in the individual and a dominant public opinion
in the polity,

The treatment of "deviance" affects an even larger fraction of the population
and elicits an even more uncritical accepiance of the view that a controversial
issue is "professional” and nonpolitical in character. The "patteru one myth
discussced verlier wins general support for the view that psychiatrists, not

legislative bodies, should decide what social behavior is normal and what is

2

o
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abnornii--even though a great many studies hdve made it cléar that psychliatrists

often define behavior as normal or deviant according to whether it conforms to
- . [ J

xdddle class norms rather than on the basis of medical or technically specialized

nbservations. So, in general, do social workers, teachers, policemen, and
judgesall A medical or professional label ("sociopathic," "{mpulsive-hysteric,"
"underachiever,” "cognitive deficiency') nonetheless both justifies taking ;ssues
involving the well-being of large groups of people out of politics and legitimi-
zes the professional imposition ¢f judgments that can mean zuined careers or

incarceration. Yet social work journals assert that the poor are especially

" preoae to coguitive deficiencies,lz and psychiatrists that women ave prone to

impulsive-hysceria.l3 Middle class teachers too often conclude from a poor
chiid 'y demeanor, speech, and dress that he is an underachiever. Such judgments
are clearly class based and manifestly political. It is no accident that the
professional judgments of the helping professions s» frequently coincide with
widespread popular prejudices, in view of the ambiguity and low relisbiliry and
validity characteristic of these decisions.. Thé professional labels nevertheless
engender widespread support, among both the rich and the poor, for denying
influence to those who suffer from their effects; for professionals present
themselves as able to deal with problems we fear, yet know we do not understand.
The language of the helping professions exemplifies a common political
phenomenon: public support depends heavily upon the motives we ascribe to
authorities, not upon the consequences of their actions. In a setting of anxiety
and ambiguity ghe widely publicized language of helping, healing, and rehabi)i-
tation of the disturbed readily draws tublic approval, while technical studies
showing high recidivism rates and the manufacture of pathology through profes-
sional labelinyg draw little popular awareness and virtually no politlcal fmpact.’

In the same way regulatory commissions that do not regulate and international

J:)

s
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\
disarmament conferences that never disamm continue indefinitely to win follow-

ings for leaders.without yielding the benefits they promige.

Public officlals regularly reconstruct thelr behavior and their motives in
order to legitimize their actions in lterms that will bring broad public support.
Piven and Cloward have shown, for example, that welfare rolls expand when social
disorder increases and contract when the authorities recognize they can cut

people off of welfare without feur of furtuer dlsorder.lb

Both legislative and
administrative decisions to expand or contract the number of welfare recipients
are inevitably justified, however, in terms of professional judgments of need.

If disorder is mentioned in rhetoric, it is almost always to deny that the

authorities will yield to "violent and illegitimate demands.” The rhetoric

- manifestly serves to wia support, not to describe the grounds for decisionmaking.

Increasingly, public officials cite their specialized kunowledge and the
need for expert plaunning as reason to exclude from politics the very decisions
that impinge most heavily upon public well-being. Neither the public nor Congress,
we are now told, can be trusted to dgcide when to wage war or escalate it because
only the executive has the special intelligence to know such things. Foreignk
policy in general should be above policics., Urban planning is for urban planners,
not for the people who live in citles, and especially not for those who live in
central cities rather than suburbs. And so on,

Notice that it is the categorization of these problems that legitimizes the
power of specialized authorities to deal with thewm, even though, thair decisfions
systeratically arffect many other aspects of people's lives, Military planners
create employment in nome places, unemploynent in others, inflation everywhere,
and moral dilensas in manyvy but e problen io labeled "uilitary."  Psychiavrists
refnfor e the nores that cheerinl cdjputoont to poverty or aar i toealthy while
Jespondeney or anver fn the Tace o the o parthiotoeies 10 afevy bar theiv dociofoan

are Jateled e g "
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In the contemporary world a governmental decision is likely to have severe
effects upon many aspeets of 6ur lives, nct upon only one or a few. ¥For thig
reason the labeling of policies as "military" or "medical” is both metaphoric and
metonymic., It stands*fur a larger pattern of eoggitions, or it highlights a
similarity to something familiar, while masking ;ther cri£1031 features. In doing
sn 1t legitimizes a specific kind of pelitical authority while QEgrading the claim
of mass publics to participate in policy-making. Because anxiety about foreign
enemies, internal subversion, and deviant behavior is especially widespread and
frequently reinforced by government officials, military, police, and psychiatric
authorities benefit most consistently from this form of linguistic structuring.
Anxiety about economic survival and social problems, by contrast, is limited to
particular groups, far more sporadic, and is constantly deflated by governmental
claims that the outlook is good. Every regime thinks it is politically essential
to claim that its economic and social policies are working successfully, even
while it.reinforces fears of foreign and internal enemies. In consequence,
econonic and social deprivations that flow from decisions classified as "military,"
"security,” or "rehabilitative' are morc readily concealed from mass publics \
through metaphor. Such systematic inflation of the forms of threat that legitimizgls
authority and systematic deflation of the forms of threat that legitimize conse- |
quences for the effectiveness of public policies., It diverts resources toward
coping with mythical threats anud it makes it unlikely that the recal problems of

nonelites will be solved.

The 'l.i.n)_',_\‘tj's”t_i Sepuientat fon of thgml__’«;:] iti (‘.Q_}_i()tld

¢

To make this point {2 to recognize that the various fssues with which
povernments deal are highly interrelated in the contemporary world, even though
we are o cuvd Lo pereeive thenr as ditinet. dhere i, cuother cenae din which suach

culng influcuces public opinfon abont pelatic s, Beeaune eashoy
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each day's governmental announcements evoke anxieties and reassurances about

specific "pfoblems" perceived as separate from each other (foreign affairs,

.‘strikes. fuel shortages, food shortages, prices, party politics, and.so on),

our political worlds are segmented, diéjointed.'focused at any moment upon some
small set qghanxiecies. even though each such '"issue' is a part of an increas-
ingly integrated whole. Wars bring commodity shortages and rising prices, which

in turn foment worker discontent and a search for enemies. Fconomic prosperity

v

-. brings a decline in theft and Va%; rcy and an increase in white collar crime,

higher demands for fuel, and other ramificatioms. But our mode of referring to

. -

problems and policies creates for each of.us a succession of crises, of respites,
of separate grounds fon'anxiety and for hope, Where people do ggrceive links
among issues, that perception itself is likely to be arbitrary and politically
cued, Eo; reasons already discussed. 7o experiende.the political world as a
sequence of distinct events, randomly thireatening or reassuring, rvenders people
readi%y susceétiblq_to cues, both deliberate arnd unintended; for the environment
becomes unpredictable and people remaih continuously anxious. In place of the .
ability to deal with issues in terms of their logical and empirical ties to
each other, the language of politics encourages us to see them and to fecl them

[

as separate., This, too, is a formula for coping with them ineffectively, which

is bound to reinforce anxiety in its turn.

Created Woclds

1t should be clear, then, that beliefs and pervceptions based upon govern-
mental cues are not the exception but all too common, In every significant
respect potitical issues and actors assume characteristics that are symbolically
cued.,  From subtle Mnguistic evecations and assoctiated goveramental actions we
el 0 great rany of our bolicis aboat what onr probless are, their cause., their

serfouiness, oir success or tallure in coping with then, which aspects ate fixed

X
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and which are changeable, and what impacts they have upon which groups of people,
We are similarly cued into beliefs about which authorities can.déal with which
problems, Ehe levels of merit and competence of various groups of the population, .
who are allies, and who are enemies. Though syumbolic cues #ge not omnipotent,
théy go far toward defining the geography and the topography of everyone's

political world,

’ ¥
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