
Edward Bernays Public Relations

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Lilianna & Dennis • Read more, learn more. • Page 1

Edward Bernays Public Relations

Introduction: The Man Who Engineered Public Opinion

In the annals of communication history, few names are as influential or as controversial as Edward Bernays. Often dubbed the "father of spin," Bernays fundamentally transformed the way organizations,
governments, and corporations connect with the public. His approach to Edward Bernays Public Relations was not merely about writing press releases or managing crises; it was a sophisticated blend of
psychology, sociology, and propaganda that sought to engineer public consent. By applying his uncle Sigmund Freud's theories of the unconscious mind to mass communication, Bernays turned public
relations into a powerful tool for shaping consumer behavior, political opinion, and social norms. This article explores the life, philosophy, landmark campaigns, and enduring legacy of the man who defined
modern public relations.

The Early Life and Influences of Edward Bernays

Family Ties to Sigmund Freud

Born in Vienna in 1891, Edward Bernays immigrated to the United States as a child. His family connection to the founder of psychoanalysis was not merely a biographical footnote; it became the intellectual
backbone of his career. Bernays’ mother was the sister of Sigmund Freud, and young Edward grew up hearing about Freud's revolutionary ideas regarding hidden desires, irrational drives, and the
unconscious. While Freud focused on individual therapy, Bernays realized that these same psychological forces could be manipulated on a mass scale. This insight became the foundation of Edward
Bernays Public Relations philosophy.

From Press Agent to Propaganda Specialist

After graduating from Cornell University with a degree in agriculture, Bernays worked briefly as a press agent for a touring theater group. He quickly realized that traditional "ballyhoo" tactics – exaggerated
claims and stunts – were inefficient. During World War I, Bernays served on the U.S. Committee on Public Information, a government propaganda agency that successfully mobilized American public opinion in
favor of the war effort. This experience taught him that propaganda, defined as the "engineering of consent," could be used to influence entire populations in peacetime as well. By the 1920s, Bernays had
established himself as a pioneer, coining the term public relations counsel and writing the seminal book Propaganda (1928).

The Core Principles of Bernays' Public Relations Philosophy

The Engineering of Consent

Bernays argued that in a democratic society, a small group of intelligent elites must steer the masses through "the engineering of consent." He believed that the average person is governed by irrational,
herd-like instincts. Rather than appealing to logic, Edward Bernays Public Relations targeted unconscious emotional needs. He famously stated: "The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the
organized habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society." For Bernays, public relations was not about dialogue but about shaping the environment in which people made
decisions.

The Two-Way Street of Public Relations

Although Bernays is often criticized for manipulation, he also emphasized the importance of understanding public attitudes. He viewed public relations as a two-way bridge between an organization and its
publics. The PR counsel must first analyze the group's underlying desires and then align the client's message with those desires. This concept predates modern "relationship management" theories. However,
critics argue that Bernays's model was essentially a top-down approach where the "counsel" dictated the terms.

The Role of Psychology and Subconscious Desires

The unique contribution of Edward Bernays Public Relations was its systematic use of Freudian psychology. He taught that buying a product is rarely a rational decision; it is often driven by deep-seated
needs for security, prestige, or rebellion. For example, a car is not just transportation—it is a symbol of status and freedom. By associating products with these unconscious desires, Bernays could create



demand where none existed. His key tools included "third-party authority" (using experts, celebrities, or doctors to endorse a message), "the art of suggestion," and "the creation of news events."

Iconic Campaigns That Defined Edward Bernays Public Relations

Torches of Freedom – Marketing Cigarettes to Women

Perhaps the most famous example of Edward Bernays Public Relations at work is the "Torches of Freedom" campaign. In the 1920s, women smoking in public was taboo. The tobacco industry saw a vast
untapped market but feared social backlash. Bernays, hired by the American Tobacco Company, consulted with a psychoanalyst who confirmed that cigarettes could symbolize male power and rebellion.
Bernays then orchestrated a carefully staged event during the 1929 Easter Sunday Parade in New York City. He recruited a group of debutantes to light up cigarettes while marching, labeling them "torches of
freedom" that signified women's independence. The resulting media coverage sparked national debate, and within a decade, smoking among women skyrocketed. This campaign demonstrated how Edward
Bernays Public Relations could transform a social taboo into a symbol of liberation.

The Bacon and Eggs Campaign

Another  classic  case  was  Bernays's  work  for  Beech-Nut  Packing  Company,  which  wanted to  increase  sales  of  bacon.  The standard  American breakfast  at  the  time was  light—often  just  coffee and a  roll.
Bernays did not merely advertise bacon. Instead, he surveyed thousands of doctors, asking whether a heavier breakfast was healthier for the human body. The vast majority agreed. Bernays then published
the results in medical journals and newspapers under the headline "Hearty Breakfast Aids Health." He sent the survey results to 5,000 physicians and used celebrity endorsements. The result? The American
public adopted the "bacon and eggs" breakfast as a nutritional norm, and bacon sales soared. This campaign illustrates how Edward Bernays Public Relations  used pseudo-scientific authority to alter
lifestyle habits.

Promoting the Use of Ivory Soap

For Procter & Gamble's Ivory Soap, Bernays encouraged manufacturers to add a bar of soap to every box of washing powder. But more importantly, he created a narrative that linked cleanliness with morality
and social success. He staged "soap sculpture" competitions for children and convinced schools to include hand-washing rituals as part of the curriculum. By associating Ivory Soap with parental care and
upward mobility, Bernays embedded the product into everyday life. These campaigns represent the blueprint of modern lifestyle marketing.

Bernays' Legacy and Lasting Impact on Modern Public Relations

Ethical Controversies and Criticisms

The darker side of Edward Bernays Public Relations cannot be ignored. Critics, from journalist Stuart Ewen to modern commentators, accuse Bernays of fostering a culture of consumerism and
propaganda that undermines democratic discourse. His work for the United Fruit Company, for instance, helped orchestrate a coup in Guatemala by manipulating U.S. media and public opinion in the 1950s.
Bernays himself seemed untroubled by ethical concerns, believing that elites had the right and duty to guide the masses. This paternalistic and manipulative viewpoint continues to spark debates about the
ethics of public relations, especially in an era of fake news and viral misinformation.

Influence on Corporate and Political Communication

Despite the criticisms, Bernays' methods are still used today. Corporate public relations departments, political campaign strategists, and advocacy groups all employ the "engineering of consent." The use of
focus groups, opinion polling, third-party endorsements, and manufactured news events are direct descendants of his ideas. Many of the practices that PR professionals now consider standard—like creating
"news hooks" and using emotional appeals—were pioneered by Bernays. His books, especially Propaganda and Crystallizing Public Opinion, remain required reading in public relations courses. The term
Edward Bernays Public Relations is often synonymous with the strategic, psychological approach to communication.

How Edward Bernays Public Relations Shaped the Industry Today

From Propaganda to Strategic Communication

The word "propaganda" had a neutral connotation in Bernays' time, but after World War II  it  became pejorative due to Nazi associations. Consequently, the field moved away from Bernays's terminology
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toward more palatable terms like "public relations," "corporate communication," and "strategic communication." Yet the underlying philosophy remains. Modern PR agencies do not merely distribute
information; they build campaigns based on deep psychological insights. The digital age has only amplified Bernays's approach, as algorithms and social media platforms target users' subconscious desires.
In this sense, Edward Bernays Public Relations is more relevant than ever.

Lessons for Modern PR Practitioners

Contemporary professionals can learn several lessons from Bernays. First, understanding audience psychology is essential. Data analytics now provides the same insights Bernays gleaned from
psychoanalysis. Second, creating events that generate news coverage is more effective than direct advertising. Third, using credible spokespeople—whether doctors, celebrities, or influencers—adds
authority to a message. However, the ethical pitfalls are equally instructive. Modern communicators must balance influence with transparency, ensuring that their methods do not deceive or harm the public.
The legacy of Edward Bernays Public Relations is a powerful reminder that words and symbols can shape reality—for better or worse.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Bernays

Edward Bernays died in 1995 at the age of 103, but his ideas live on. He transformed public relations from a marginal trade into a scientific discipline that influences every aspect of modern life—from the
food we eat to the leaders we elect. Understanding Edward Bernays Public Relations is crucial for anyone who consumes media, markets products, or participates in democracy. His work forces us to ask
difficult questions: Who shapes our opinions? Are our desires truly our own? And how can we guard against manipulation while still harnessing the persuasive power of communication? As we navigate an age
of information overload, Bernays's insights remain both a toolkit and a warning.


