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In traditional societies foreign policies were controlled by oligarchies and the
peasants knew little about matters of state. With urbanisation, mass education, the
growth of civil society and the development of the media the situation has been
revolutionised across most of the world. Those who had traditionally held power
frequently despised and feared the mass of the people, and resented and often
repressed their demands for influence. The political class derived their opinions about
popular views from press reports, chance encounters and demonstrations. It was only
in the 1930s that polling made more accurate assessments possible in the United
States and Britain and it was some decades before these were properly analysed. It
was not until around the millennium that Pew, Gallup and other organisations began
to carry out polls across most of the world.
The lectures trace this voyage of discovery and examine the
miscalculations commentators and statesmen made in the past about popular views. It
looks at the latest analyses of the ways in which we learn in childhood about
international affairs from parents, schools and the media. This produces dramatic
contrasts in views between various nationalities even amongst six and seven year
olds. The course also looks at the way in which analysts have shown how educational
attainments, party affiliations and ages profoundly affect people’s views on
international affairs. Such analyses have demolished traditional prejudices about the
fickleness, irresponsibility and xenophobia of the mass of people. The impact of
sophisticated public relations campaigns on policy is considered and some of its
problematic aspects highlighted. Finally the course examines popular attitudes
towards the wars in Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere, and looks at the
factors which change opinions as the wars continue and the ways in which we express
our political views through civil society which in turns affects our attitudes.
Course Aims


To show the way in which politicisation occurs in traditional societies and
expose the fears and errors which existed in the past (and sometimes continue
today) about popular views.



To demonstrate how the analysis of public opinion has changed since the
development of polling.



To expose the impact of early upbringing, education and the media on our
views.



To examine the social factors which influence our views on international
affairs and particularly on conflict.



To examine conscious, organised shaping of public attitudes and its impact on
policy



To show how public opinion has changed during wars from Vietnam to
Afghanistan.

Assessment
This course will be assessed by a three hour invigilated examination at the start of
fourth residential session.
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Lecture One
Politicisation, democratisation and the fear of public influence
Seminar One
Do the public have ‘the right’ to influence foreign policy in a democracy?
How strong was the opposition to popular political influence in the country where you
live?
Can you think of occasions where public pressure has caused international relations
disasters?

Lecture Two
The early years of opinions polls and academic analyses of polls
Seminar Two
Can the public make decisions about international affairs when they are often ignorant
of the facts?
Is Mueller right to argue that political prejudice, age and educational level are the
factors which determine attitudes towards international politics? Is this true outside
the United States?
Are newspapers a good guide to public opinion?

Lecture Three
How do children learn about politics and international affairs and what do they learn?
Seminar Three
Should parents and broadcasters try to protect children from watching programmes
about conflict and war?
Should governments and media censor the news to encourage balance and for reasons
of taste?
How far should teachers try to influence children’s views on politics and conflict?

Lecture Four
Attitudes towards warfare from Suez to Iraq in 2003

Seminar Four

Did public opinion play any part in beginning or ending the Suez campaign?
Did the media really drive the Unites States out of Vietnam?
Is there any evidence that European or US public opinion is intrinsically more robust
or pacifistic?

Lecture Five
‘Responsibility to protect (R2P)’ and the impact of organised public opinion
Seminar Five
To what extent has ‘progress’ towards R2P been influenced by public opinion?
How accurate and complete is public perception of crises?
How easily can public opinion be shaped to impact policies?

Lecture Six
Commentary on public opinion and conflict from the Crimean War to Afghanistan

Seminar Six
Is it true to say that commentary has become more sophisticated about public opinion
but that the public have not absorbed what the experts have been saying?
Can the public be trusted by governments to guide their decisions on conflict?

